City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Publications and Research

CUNY Dominican Studies Institute

2015

Dominican Blue Book
CUNY Dominican Studies Institute, The City College of New York

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/dsi_pubs/28
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

DOMINICAN
Blue Book

Founded in 1992 and housed at The City College of New York, the Dominican Studies Institute of the City University
of New York (CUNY DSI) is the nation’s first, university-based research institute devoted to the study of people of
Dominican descent in the United States and other parts of the world. CUNY DSI’s mission is to produce and disseminate
research and scholarship about Dominicans, and about the Dominican Republic itself. The Institute houses the Dominican
Archives and the Dominican Library, the first and only institutions in the United States collecting primary and secondary
source material about Dominicans. CUNY DSI is the locus for a community of scholars, including doctoral fellows, in the
field of Dominican Studies, and sponsors multidisciplinary research projects. The Institute organizes lectures, conferences,
and exhibitions that are open to the public.
Graphic Designer & Layout Artist:
Javier Pichardo
CUNY Dominican Studies Institute
The City College of New York
160 Convent Avenue, NA 4/107
New York, NY 10031
T 212.650.7496
F 212.650.7489
E dsi@ccny.cuny.edu
www.ccny.cuny.edu/dsi
Copyright © 2015 CUNY Dominican Studies Institute

FOREWORD
Queridas y queridos,
You hold in your hands the Dominican Blue Book, the first publication of its kind. Developed by the CUNY Dominican
Studies Institute staff over the course of 2014, but truly the product of many decades of aspiration, exertion, and
persistence, the Dominican Blue Book tells the story of Dominicans in higher education.
When the time came to decide how to best celebrate the 20th anniversary of the formal approval of the CUNY
Dominican Studies Institute by the Board of Trustees, we felt that there could be no better way to celebrate such a
milestone than by honoring the legacy of CUNY’s Dominican alumni. The Dominican Blue Book features twenty-two
outstanding and accomplished professionals with degrees from CUNY, the largest public urban institution of higher
education in the United States, from which over forty-thousand people of Dominican descent have graduated at the time
of this writing. The present rendition of the Dominican Blue Book is an expression both of pride in the accomplishments
of the Dominican people and of gratitude to the CUNY system, with hope and confidence that this mutually fulfilling
relationship will continue.
The motivation that guided the project was to bring to the forefront the stories of people who work hard, endure
sacrifices, and struggle against all odds to achieve their goals. Thousands of Dominican graduates today have found
professional success. Most Dominican college graduates, myself included, were the first in their families to graduate from
high school and college and many have extended their studies, acquiring the most advanced educational degrees. These
achievements should mean a lot in a society that places education at the top of its hierarchy of values. Each graduate
highlighted in the Dominican Blue Book demonstrates that the trials of migration have been worthwhile, but most
importantly, embodies the realization of the collective dream of the Dominican people.
The concept of the “blue book” first appears in historical records around the sixteenth century, and generally refers to an
almanac, anthology, or compilation. The nature of the format is to bring together different materials in a collection, and we
found it fits our purpose, since the Dominican Blue Book brings together a diverse group of prominent citizens, each with
a distinct story, but all united by CUNY degrees and a distinguished Dominican ancestry. Most importantly, they share a
narrative that reflects the spirit of a people who came, and continue to come, as immigrants: a people who build homes
with their bare hands, have slowly transformed and have put down strong roots with courage, passion, and vision, the
same traits that characterize all those who leave their ancestral land searching for a better mañana.
These factors were the criteria that shaped the list of people interviewed and profiled for the book. The range of different
backgrounds and achievements represented here is a natural reflection of Dominicans’ multiple abilities, strengths, and passions.
We are releasing the print version of the Dominican Blue Book at this time to coincide with El Mes de la Patria, a
celebration that runs from January 26, the birthdate of Juan Pablo Duarte, to February 27, the date marking the
establishment of the Dominican Republic. It is also timely to print the book in February, since the Board of Trustees
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formally approved CUNY DSI on February 22, 1994. One hundred luxury copies have been printed and bound: three for
each alumnus/a, with the remainder to be given to close friends of the Institute. A single copy will remain in the Institute’s
possession, signed by each graduate included in the book. Each hard copy will be a collector’s item, a keepsake to cherish.
The print version of the Book features additional photographs accompanying each profile. We asked graduates to share
images that depict important moments in their careers, personal lives, and intellectual growth. The Blue Book members
selected pictures from their childhood, their weddings, award ceremonies, graduations, performances, memories from right
after their arrival in the U.S., and more. More than evoking a sense of nostalgia, these images trace the intimate moments
that have made these graduates who they are, each providing a unique window into the complex and extraordinary
experience of the chosen ones, a group that in the end represents the best in all of us. In April 2015, an online version of the
Dominican Blue Book will be released to the general public, to commemorate the opening of the Dominican Library in 1995.
I am indebted to several people who were responsible for bringing this project to fruition. The Institute’s Development
and Institutional Relations Coordinator, Alicia Alonzo, and Research & Editorial Assistant Isabelia Herrera spent many hours
contacting the alumni and scheduling the interviews, which were conducted between April and November of 2014 by Timothy
Williams, our Editor-in-Chief and Head of Communications. Tim also transcribed the recordings, which are now part of the
Dominican Archives. We hope that the Blue Book will serve a didactic purpose, while also delighting and even moving you.
Like other blue books, the Dominican Blue Book is specific to its time and place and is in a sense unrepeatable. Every
Dominican whose journey has taken them through CUNY is forever represented in this book. The same applies to the
rest of the Dominican people, who will succeed in a multiplicity of ways from generation to generation, as they fulfill
the cherished dreams of the immigrant community.
Illustrating the continued success and contributions of Dominicans is a key component of the Institute’s mission, and
the Dominican Blue Book constitutes a major step toward achieving that goal. The Dominican story simultaneously
complicates, contradicts, and most importantly, transcends stereotypes, and therefore needs to continue to be told.
Abrazos,

Ramona Hernández, Ph.D.
Director, CUNY Dominican Studies Institute & Professor of Sociology
The Colin L. Powell School for Civic and Global Leadership/Division of Social Science
The City College of New York
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Rafael Alvarez
While attending The City College of New
York in September 1986, Rafael Alvarez,
a recent immigrant, opened his first
tax preparation office under the name
Alvarez Income Tax Center. The decision
would eventually lead to one of the most
inspiring success stories of CUNY’s many
impressive Dominican alumni.

“Always keep dreaming.
Don’t give up, no matter
how many times people tell
you to. If you have a passion
for something, give it your
best shot. Better to fail by
trying than not to try. Just
remain focused.”

“I came to New York City right after I
finished high school in Santo Domingo,”
he tells me. “I came and I went straight to
City College. After we came to this country, my dad one day asked ‘Hey, why
don’t you come with me? I’m going to file my tax return.’ ‘OK, why not.’ So I
thought he was really going to file his return, but what he called filing was just
dropping off the document. The guy who used to prepare his taxes was the
guy who did immigration paperwork for us, so he knew me and he knew our
family. My dad used to go there to ‘file’—dropping the papers off and coming
back after two or three weeks to pick them up. So I said ‘Why do you have
to wait so long?’ He said, ‘That’s the way it is here. You have to wait.’ I thought
about it and said to myself, ‘Why does everybody have to wait? Why do they
do it by hand, when there are computers nowadays and everything should
be computerized? That kind of caught my attention, so I started doing some
research about why everybody was doing their taxes by hand, not electronically.
I was able to find out that the IRS for the past 5-7 years were putting together
a program, now called the Electronic Filing Program, that they were going to
launch the following year.”
Mr. Alvarez immediately realized that in the future all taxpayers would be able
to prepare their tax returns electronically.
“The moment that I knew that, I figured, if everybody is doing their taxes by
hand now, and the IRS is going to launch this by next year, it means that in the
future everybody will be doing their taxes computerized. I was in my second
year in college, so I saw a great opportunity. Right then I started doing some
research to see if there was any tax preparation software available. I was able
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to find a very primitive tax preparation program. I was
able to get the software—back then it came on a floppy
disk. So I kind of started in the industry in 1986. That was
my first tax season. I ordered supplies. I had 1040 forms
that I was printing out on perforated paper with black
carbon paper attached. I did about 300 tax returns and I
kind of enjoyed it, I kind of liked it. I said ‘This thing has a
lot of potential, it’s not that difficult to do.’”
During his first tax season, Mr. Alvarez prepared about
350 personal income tax returns. “So that’s what really
started the whole thing, and from there I started doing
more and more. When I started, tax season came and
after April 15, I said, ‘Now what?’ I was very popular
at City College. I used to be the President of the Day
Student Government at CCNY and the Hispanic Club.
So I opened a location across the street, on Amsterdam
Avenue between 136th and 137th Streets.” Mr. Alvarez
began offering different services in addition to tax
preparation, including immigration, travel, money
transfer, printing and word processing services, as well
as beepers, cell phones, and pagers, but in the end, by
1996, he found it more profitable to focus strictly on tax,
accounting and financial services.
In 2001, Mr. Alvarez renamed the company AlvarezTax
with one goal in mind - to be the number one provider
of tax preparation services in the Washington Heights
area of New York City. After moving the business
from Hamilton Heights to Washington Heights, things
really began to take off. By 2003, Mr. Alvarez was
preparing 7,000 personal income tax returns and 150
business tax returns. In 2005, Mr. Alvarez opened his
second location in the River Plaza Shopping Center in
Marble Hill in the Bronx, NY. The following year, the
Marble Hill office became the main office, preparing
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more than 10,000 personal income tax returns and
450 business tax returns. During 2007, Mr. Alvarez
hired Victor Morisete as a Business Consultant to
analyze the tax preparation industry and to look at
the possibilities of franchising. Mr. Morisete conducted
an analysis for the launch of the franchise venture,
which included a substantial amount of, information
related to the viability, need and demand for tax
preparation services. A survey of 225 clients was
conducted to compare the value of their service for
the cost versus 24 other tax preparers in the region.
Other business areas Mr. Morisete assessed included
need, competition, economic climate, target market
demographics, pricing strategy, franchisee support
strategies, availability of qualified franchisees, training
requirements and models, potential franchise revenues
and methods for franchisees to generate revenues.
The analysis revealed the lack of a nationwide tax
preparation franchise owned by, managed by, or
targeting the Hispanic or Latino community, which
gave the company a potential advantage over the
major players in the industry.
“I also contacted one of the best attorneys in the city,
who handles big franchises including Miss Universe,
Hilton Hotels, Kentucky Fried Chicken, and launched
the first Latino-owned franchise in the tax preparation
industry,” Mr. Alvarez tells me. At the end of 2007,
“ATAX Accounting and Financial Services” was officially
established as a franchise offering. Since 2007, ATAX
has become one of the fastest growing franchise
companies in the nation.
ATAX now has 40 locations, mostly on the East Coast:
in New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island,
Georgia, and Florida, among others.

“Because of my lack of knowledge of the franchising
industry, I built a ‘dream team’ of people experienced in
both tax preparation and franchising.” Between 2000 and
2008, the company grew steadily. Mr. Alvarez decided to
go public in 2008.
The majority of ATAX’s locations are owned by
Dominicans, mostly women. “These are people who
understand the future of this country,” Mr. Alvarez
tells me. Out of the 10,000 tax returns now being filed
yearly at ATAX, however, only 40% are for Hispanic
clients, perhaps 30% for Dominicans. The other 60%
is very diverse, ethnically and geographically, including
many clients of Asian origin and many who are filing
their taxes from overseas.
Mr. Alvarez recently learned that he will be the 2014
recipient of the Ronald E. Harrison Award from the
International Franchise Association. The award recognizes
organizations or individuals who have made significant
contributions to minorities in franchising. It is the
equivalent of the Oscars in the franchising industry.
“Being Dominican has affected my work,” affirms Mr.
Alvarez. “We came here hungry to succeed, hungry to
excel and do better. I came to this country with a lot
of dreams, trying to make it big. I knew that since I’m
Dominican, I have to work twice as hard to get to where
I am now: harder than Dominicans here, harder than
Dominicans back on the island, harder than everybody
else too. I would say being Dominican shaped the way I
perform: I get it done Dominican-style.
“Two people influenced me tremendously: one was my
dad, my role model. He was always working hard and
doing everything possible to keep the family together

and be able to give us the best education ever. He always
used to say that when he dies, he won’t be able to leave
us lot of money or property, but that he will give us
something more valuable, which is a great education. He
was a tremendous influence when I was growing up. He
was all about learning as much as you can.
“The other person was my basketball coach in the
Dominican Republic. He kept me out of trouble,
especially during those teenage years, focusing on sports
and my schoolwork. He was a great influence. He
motivated me to achieve, to go for higher things, not
settle for less. So I was always trying to do better and
better and better, push myself harder and harder and
harder. So those two were the biggest influences.”
What is Rafael Alvarez planning next? “I’m trying
to take it to the next level. I want to team up with
investors and find capital.” He hopes to expand the
business to between 500 and 1000 locations in the
next several years, while 5-10 new ones are slated
to open before the end of 2014. “I’m having fun,” he
says. “This is a very ambitious project. Right now, I’m
getting ready to open a location in Texas,” with others
in Florida and Georgia to follow soon. “Competitors
are taking me more seriously now. Franchising is a huge
investment, so it’s a big gamble,” but little by little, the
gamble has begun to pay off.
In addition to winning the IFA’s prestigious Ronald
E. Harrison award mentioned above, ATAX has just
been recognized by USA Today as #3 in a survey of
minority-owned companies in the US. “According to
the International Franchise Association,” Mr. Alvarez
tells me, “out of at least 3000 franchise concepts, only
about 10-15 are minority-owned, and only three or four
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are owned by Latinos. Franchises make up one third
of the US economy, but franchising is very difficult.” In
time, he is confident, other Dominicans will explore this
fertile ground.
I ask him what the most difficult challenge of his work is,
and without hesitation he answers, “Finding capital. It’s
not easy. Banks are not willing to lend unless you really
have some backing.”
Mr. Alvarez likens the progress of his company to
assembling a sports car with a view to eventually racing.
“I look it this way: I’ve been building a Ferrari, I have
built it finally, and now I need fuel.” When he finds the
fuel he is looking for, that Ferrari will move fast. ATAX’s
comprehensive menu of services, including payroll and
bookkeeping, have brought interest from various large
concerns, including the owners of Goya Foods.
Finally, I ask Mr. Alvarez to offer some words of advice
for the young.
“Always keep dreaming. Don’t give up, no matter how
many times people tell you to. If you have a passion for
something, give it your best shot. Better to fail by trying
than not to try. Just remain focused.”
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7th Annual Latino Trendsetter Award & Scholarship Gala

Mr. Alvarez working during tax season

Ronald Harrison Award

2014 ATAX Pre Tax Season Conference

Outstanding Guardian Angel Red Beret Award
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Raysa Castillo

“People want to become
trial lawyers because
they see those dramatic
courtroom moments on
television, but in reality
those rarely happen. It’s
important to do something
that you like doing, like
defending and protecting
your own people. You can
protect your community in a
lot of different ways.”

Raysa Castillo was brought to
Williamsburg, Brooklyn, at the age of
13, where her mother enrolled her in a
bilingual program in public school. It was
her first time in public school, as she had
attended private catholic schools in Santo
Domingo; she remembers that this was
just one of many sudden adjustments she
had to make. Ms. Castillo was raised by
the women in her family, and grew up with
a keen interest in politics.
Ms. Castillo received a Bachelor’s Degree in Political Science and Spanish from
The College of Staten Island, with a concentration in Public Administration.
While in college, she founded the first Latin American Club and was active
in Student Government. Ms. Castillo was also an active participant in the
movement to bring childcare to CUNY schools. After graduating with a 3.79
grade point average, and a 4.0 in her major, Ms. Castillo went on to study Law.
In 1992, Ms. Castillo fulfilled her lifelong dream of becoming a lawyer and began
representing poor and low-income families in the Courts as a Housing and
Public Benefits Attorney in the Bronx. She now has her own law firm, Castillo
and Associates, where she is chief attorney.
Ms. Castillo also served as Board member and President of District Six
Community School Board, working closely with parents in the over-crowded,
underserved district.
Ms. Castillo is particularly proud that during her tenure, the district’s math and
reading scores increased significantly. She has a record of pro-bono legal work
in the community and is currently President of the Dominican Women’s Caucus
and Vice Chair of the Audubon Partnership for Economic Development.
Ms. Castillo has also served as Counsel to the Women’s Issues Committee of
the New York City Council. After less than a year at City Council, Ms. Castillo
was recruited to join the office of New York State Assemblyman Ramirez in
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the Bronx. Ms. Castillo was then promoted to Executive
Director of the Bronx Democratic County Committee.
In the year 2000, Ms. Castillo joined the New York State
Democratic Committee’s Victory 2000 as its Deputy
Political Director, assisting the Political Director with
Hillary Rodham Clinton’s and Al Gore’s campaigns. She
has remained involved in community service and political
activism.
When asked how the Dominican experience informs
her work, Castillo replies, “I maintain my culture. Most
of my clients are Latinos and among those Latinos, most
are Dominican. There are cultural aspects—these are
people whom I understand. I know their shortcomings,
their hesitations, their biases, the way they do business.
How they are often driven by emotional and familial
considerations more than pragmatic ones. I handle a
lot of business transactions, and a lot of my clients do
not fully understand how to do business. They conduct
business on a personal level, based on personal ties. I
use my knowledge of the community. So a lot of that is
cultural knowledge.”
In her childhood, Ms. Castillo already knew she wanted
to become a lawyer. “The only professionals I had
contact with, except for some teachers, were two
lawyers. I knew they had the respect of the community
back home, doctors and lawyers; and I knew I was not
interested in being a doctor. My grandmother influenced
me—she was not formally educated at a high level but
she had a lot of respect for education. She wanted all of
her friends to know when I learned to read.”
I asked Ms. Castillo to tell me about some important
lessons she had learned in her years of practicing law.
“The first and most important lesson I learned was

that my gender, my race, and my ethnicity do matter.
Secondly, I learned that skills learned outside of law
school are just as important as knowledge of the law—
for example, using my ability to empathize with someone
even if I disagree with what they are doing or saying.
Thirdly, I have to exercise patience, and it doesn’t come
naturally to me. Many of my clients lack formal education.
When they start telling you a story, you expect them to
get to the main point, but you have to let them tell the
story their own way to get all the details.”
When it comes to what motivates and drives Castillo,
there is an emotional side to her investment in her
work. “The most rewarding part is finding a solution to
a person’s problem—that goes beyond legal issues. If
somebody has rent problems, when you solve the legal
issue, that means she can keep her hair salon, she can
pay the rent, she can feed her family and send money
to relatives back home. It’s challenging representing my
community, but it’s more rewarding than working for a
corporate law firm.”
Effective communication is one of the skills most crucial
to the success of Ms. Castillo’s demanding work. “One
challenge,” she tells me, “is getting people to actually
understand how to reach the best solution to a problem,
convincing them. Sometimes people are not in sync and
you have to deal with the complexity of the situation.
Another challenge is getting a person to open up in a
way that makes it possible for you to help them. When
immigration issues are involved, people have a reluctance
to be open. That’s where patience comes in. As a
member of the community, I am often able to know
when the client is hiding something, and I can persuade
them that their fears are unfounded.”
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What are her proudest accomplishments so far?
“I was part of the team that elected Hillary Clinton
to the senate and propelled her into national politics.
Working with Guillermo Linares, the first Dominican
elected to city council in New York City, and Adriano
Espaillat, the first Dominican assemblyman, were
important milestones.
“I’ve been successful in working on coalitions with
women and others in our community to elect qualified
candidates to the bench. I’ve raised awareness of how
judges can affect people’s lives. I’m also very proud of
the work I did as a board member and president of
what was then the board of district 6, creating the first
special ed program. I was the first and only Dominican
to occupy that position in what is the borough with the
largest Dominican population.”
What are some of her goals for the future? “To get
more women involved in having their own practice. Few
are solo practitioners and even fewer have firms where
they hire other attorneys, a very small group. I am
working on getting more women to open and maintain
law firms. In politics, I hope to get more women elected.
I’m very proud of Julissa Ferreras for getting elected to
New York City Council to represent the 21st district in
Queens. But on the other hand, we just lost the only
Dominican assemblywoman ever elected. I’m committed
to training and supporting women in efforts to get into
all levels of government.
“I also think it’s important to support artists, and to
encourage children to draw, write, paint, and so on. Our
tradition encourages people to go into the professions,
but I think the arts have sometimes been undervalued
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as a path to follow. I attend exhibits and I donate and
belong to numerous museums. I also organize tours for
women and children. I always say women are catalysts
for change, and art is a catalyst for change as well. Artists
are the movers of a society, who push things forward.
Lawyers do it in the courtroom in a very controlled way.
Artists do it in a revolutionary way.”
Finally, the advice Ms. Castillo offers young people who
aspire to follow in her footsteps may surprise some or
seem counter-intuitive, but it also sounds profoundly
sensible. “Read and write a lot, particularly about things
you don’t have a particular liking for. Don’t necessarily
take pre-law classes—law schools often prefer people
who have a blank slate, but who know how to read
and interpret different things. If you major in history,
languages, or philosophy, they prefer that to people from
pre-law. If you happen to be what I consider a lucky
person and live in New York City, all of the law schools in
the city are good, so it’s not worth setting all your hopes
on one particular school.
“When you graduate, try not to have a lot of loans. That
way you can think about dedicating a few years to public
service. Most of the people who do so are white and
from well-to-do families. Minorities usually can’t afford to.
I would encourage future attorneys to do so, which can
be done by avoiding taking out too many loans.
“People want to become trial lawyers because they
see those dramatic courtroom moments on television,
but in reality those rarely happen. It’s important to
do something that you like doing, like defending and
protecting your own people. You can protect your
community in a lot of different ways.”

Opening of law office Castillo & Associates, P.C.

Honoree of Audubon Partnership for Economic Development in 2002

Castillo as a young child

With Ted Zafiris (then fiancée) in 1998 and wedding ceremony in 1999

Dominican Women’s Caucus International Women’s Day celebration in 1999

At Casa Museo Las Hermanas Mirabal with Dede Mirabal and CUNY Study
Abroad Program
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Daisy Cocco De Filippis

“Wherever I came, I carry
all those people with
me. Wherever I am, I’m
Dominican. Wherever I
am, I will honor that. And
wherever I am, I want people
to understand that it is a good
and beautiful and honorable
thing to be Dominican. I have
three sons and two beautiful
granddaughters, one of whom
is nine years old, and she
writes poetry. She sent me a
poem last week: ‘I am from /
burnt caramel flan / and the
soft fabric / of my abuela’s
shawl.’ My work is done.”

President Daisy Cocco De Filippis was
born in Santo Domingo. Her parents
moved to the United States when
she was 13 years old. She served for
many years as professor of Spanish and
Latin-American Literature at The City
University of New York (York College).
De Filippis is currently president of
Naugatuck Valley Community College—
the first Dominican president of a
community college in the United States.
President De Filippis holds a Ph.D. in Spanish Language and a M. Phil. in
Spanish Literature from the Graduate Center, CUNY, as well as an M.A. in
Spanish Literature and a B.A. in Spanish and English Literatures summa cum
laude from Queens College, CUNY. She is a published author and literary
critic whose scholarly work is recognized internationally as pioneering the
field of Dominican Women’s Studies and Dominican authors in the U.S.
Prior to coming to NVCC, Dr. De Filippis served as Provost and Senior Vice
President for Academic Affairs at Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community
College of the City University of New York (CUNY). Dr. De Filippis began
her career at York College as an adjunct lecturer in 1978, advancing to
become a professor of Spanish and ultimately being appointed Associate
Dean for Academic Affairs.
As President of NVCC, Dr. De Filippis has been honored by the Latino
and Puerto Rican Affairs Commission, Connecticut Women’s Education
and Legal Fund, the Boys and Girls Club, Habitat for Humanity and the
Martin Luther King Jr. Commission. She was also invited to speak at the
Waterbury mayoral inauguration in 2012 and named Dominican Mayor of
the Day in 2013. She has previously been the recipient of, among many other
honors and awards, the Woman of the Year Award from the Association
of Dominican-American Supervisors (2006), the Order of Merit, Duarte,
Sanchez and Mella in the Rank of Commander, presented by Dr. Leonel
Fernandez, President of the Dominican Republic (2005), the Hija Distinguida

10

CUNY DOMINICAN STUDIES INSTITUTE

of Santo Domingo (Distinguished Daughter) Award,
presented by the Mayor of Santo Domingo (2005),
the Educator of the Year Award from Dominican Times
Magazine (2004), the Order of Merit Cristóbal Colón,
in the Rank of Commander, presented by Hipólito
Mejía, President of the Dominican Republic (2003),
the Myers Outstanding Book Award, presented by
the Gustavus Meyer Center for the Study of Bigotry
in North America, to authors of Telling To Live: Latina
Feminist Testimonios (Duke University Press, 2001),
Simmons College (2002), the Influential Latina Award,
El Diario/La Prensa (1998), a Citation for Outstanding
Contribution to the Community and Academe, Ruth
Messinger, President, Borough of Manhattan, New York
(1996), and a Citation for Outstanding Contribution
to Academe, Claire Shulman, President, Borough of
Queens, New York (1994).
Like the best professors, De Filippis begins our
interview by directing me to the definitive written
resource on the subject at hand, in this case her
remarkable essay “The House that Mamá Biela Built,”
published in Telling to Live. She then proceeds to speak
spontaneously, with flowing ease and often poignant
honesty, about her early life and intellectual formation.
“My grandmother was a teacher. Born in 1898, she
had very emancipated ideas for a woman of her time.
She believed that girls could do anything boys could
do, and she also believed in me with a passion that
nobody else has yet believed in me. My parents were
divorced when I was very young, and she taught me
to love one of my fundamental loves, the place where
I go to find a sense of order and beauty in the world
and that is poetry. Poetry defines the manner in which
I communicate. I’m not really a poet, although I do

write poetry for my granddaughters, because I would
like them to remember me in a similar fashion; but I
have written many books promoting, translating, and
analyzing the poetry of Dominican writers. I learned
from her a sense of who I was and what it meant to be
Dominican. We used to walk the street to visit women
who had been friends of her mother. I was a little girl
who actually liked to sit with old people and listen to
them tell me stories about how the city was formed,
who our family was and what they contributed to
that. I would sit in the park and read and make sense
of things, I was going through a difficult time since it’s
not easy to have your mother remarry when you are
four years old. She was my anchor, and through her, I
learned to love my island and love my half-island; and
through her I learned that there are many traits in my
character, resilience and creativity and endurance, that
come precisely from what it means to grow up with
palm trees that never bend, though they certainly sway,
and are not broken by the storm. All of that shaped my
view of the world.”
At the Graduate Center, CUNY, De Filippis wrote
her doctoral thesis on Dominican poetry: the first
dissertation to deal with Dominican literature, it thus
became the first of numerous historic milestones she
has chiselled out for the community in her career. Due
to the boldness of her endeavour, she was advised
to present the subject in a European theoretical
framework. “I used the theories of Michel Riffaterre.
The semiotic study of poetry really looks at the
way words relate to one another so that they make
meaning. The words need to have a reason to be
there, to belong. Semiotics is about organizing. That
was the framework, but I got into texts that dealt
with a Dominican reality, that brought in the voices of
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the Dominican countryside. It created a controversy
in the Dominican Republic.” De Filippis acquired the
reputation of being “a Dominican critic who promotes
Dominican works.” In fact, however, her guiding
principle was much broader: “I just promised myself I
wouldn’t write about anything I didn’t like. That I would
just take the time to bring justice to good works.”
With President De Filippis, the conversation flows
naturally and easily back and forth between life,
literature and language. “My dreams and aspirations
have always been very, very high,” she recalls, “because
I grew up with a grandmother who introduced me
to books as the best way to find meaning in life. In
a difficult situation, the best getaway is to enter a
book and find yourself in it and find comfort in it
and through reading, you understand that there are
multiple ways to make meaning in this world and there
are different ways of organizing and creating stability,
beauty, and knowledge that are not dictated by one
culture or by one gender or one people. So I learned
very early on, I was bilingual in the Dominican Republic,
by the time I was eight or nine I was fluent in Italian,
and I learned a lot. My stepfather’s mother came to
live with us, and since I gravitated towards old people,
I had two grandmothers, one Italian, one Dominican. It
shaped my understanding that you could say things in
different ways and it would still mean the same thing.
You could look at the world, organize the world with
different grammatical order, with different words, and
the meaning at the heart would still be the same.”
Stories that tug the heartstrings featured prominently
in the adolescent De Filippis’s development of her
keen eye for patterns of meaning. She likes to say that
Charles Dickens picked up where her grandmother left
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off: “in the sense that Great Expectations was the first
complete novel that I read in English, in 9th grade. You
know Dickens talks about children who are abandoned
and disenfranchised but in the end, somehow justice
prevails. There’s a sense of comfort that things are
going to work out. And so I think that first year, being
in this country and being away from my grandmother,
and the way she taught me, reading took over that
role.” Later in life, visiting the Dominican Republic for
the summer with children of her own, De Filippis had
the chance to watch her grandmother giving the same
lessons to them. “She would draw a leaf, and she would
begin to show me the different parts of the leaf in her
drawing, and then we would go to the park—el Parque
de Ramfis, now called el Parque de Hostos. What we
try to teach our college students in General Studies,
which is how connected things are—I learned that from
her, as a kid: that a leaf can nurture a life, can feed it,
but also can nurture the spirit if you paint it or if you
write a poem about it, if you write a story about a tree.
Those lessons I learned from her early on and I brought
them here, and then Dickens gave me the sense that
I could survive, because junior high school is a really
tough environment.” De Filippis has since written
articles on the subject of the trials and tribulations of
junior high students. She notes that she still mourns her
grandmother, who died at the age of 86.
Summarizing her revelatory essay, De Filippis tells me
that “the conclusion of ‘The House that Mamá Biela
Built’ is that I am that house. I am that house that she
built, and my survival or my strength and the fact that
I can go to New York and now be in Connecticut and
have a way to make home and I use the tools to make
this home: being who I am, a Dominican mother who
is now a grandmother, who is also an administrator and

educator but who has also written many books and
reads poetry. This campus reads poetry all the time.”
She mentions that acclaimed Dominican writers Chiqui
Vicioso and Marianela Medrano (a longstanding close
personal friend) will be visiting soon. Medrano hosts
a poetry reading called Confluencia four times a year
at Naugatuck Valley Community College, a tradition
now in its sixth year. The fifth-anniversary milestone
was marked by the publication of a book: Confluencia
in the Valley: Five Years of Converging with Words, with a
foreword by President De Filippis herself.
De Filippis recently stepped down as president of the
Dominican Studies Association, a position she had held
since the 1990s. “We would get together every couple
of years: it was about me disseminating Dominican
Studies but also about having the young people that
were coming up get to know one another and hear
what they have to say and create our own sense of
space and history.”
What challenges has she faced as the first Dominican
community college president? “I think the challenges
that I have are about the same as I would have,
whether I were Dominican or not. You’re really trying
to open the doors, to bring people in. This past May,
our graduating class was aged 17-71. We have a group
of students who are finishing high school and for two
years they take some college-level courses and get
a certificate in manufacturing, so I had a bunch of 17
year-olds who were graduating from high school who
already had a certificate from a community college
so that they could begin to look for work.” Though
the school is predominantly white (60%), De Filippis
is proud to say that the current freshman class is 25%
Latino (the figure for the entire student body was 14%

when she arrived), and that the school is applying for
Hispanic-Serving status.
As De Filippis tells it, the story of her becoming
president of NVCC hinged on a basic, undeniable
chemistry, a sense of mutual trust and serendipitous
synergy that became apparent in her immediate
encounter with the school, with the people who work
and study there. “There was an incredible meeting of
minds when I came here. I really wasn’t planning to
come. Somebody nominated me. They wrote to me
asking if I would like to be considered and my husband
said, ‘You can’t say no to what hasn’t been offered, or
to what you have not seen.’ He and I drove over here
and I saw Waterbury, which has one of the highest
poverty rates in Connecticut. And I saw a lot of young
men, especially black and Latino men, on the corners.
And I thought, ‘So, I have a reason for coming to this
place.’ I came here and the search committee had set
up interviews with all the different constituencies in
the school from 9:00 in the morning until 5:00 PM,
when I finally met the search committee. The students,
faculty senate, student senate, different administrators,
you name it. And the message I got at the end of
the interviews was: We really want you to come. So
by the time I talked to the search committee, I also
wanted to come. The challenge I had was this: I came
to an environment that was ready for change. I always
say, I’m very grateful to those who came before me,
because they did some work that I don’t have to do.”
Although the college sits in a landscape of sweeping
storybook grandeur, there were some changes to the
space and its use that immediately cried out to be
made. De Filippis followed her intuition and common
sense. “Having been at CUNY, where it was very
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difficult to see any green, and having come from an
island, here, I’m surrounded by a glacial ridge of trees.
What I didn’t see, however, what was lacking, was the
pulse, the vibrancy, the life, that we had at Hostos
Community College, where I had been the Provost for
six and a half years and which I loved very much. Here,
I had all this beautiful space, but there wasn’t a single
garden. I walked through the fifth floor that connects
all the buildings on campus, but with these beautiful
corridors with glass so you see all this wonderful
vegetation outside, there wasn’t a chair for the
students to sit in. Everything was beige. There was a
sense that, as Aida Cartagena Portalatin (about whom
De Filippis has published a book) would say, a woman
was needed here, and I am that woman.
“What it was lacking was a kind of nesting, creating a
space and organizing the space. I looked around and
I didn’t see too many services being offered. I also
noticed that the graduation numbers were not high.
There were many things like that. So I started by
defining the space as a place where student success is
our expectation.” De Filippis also notes with approval
that how to make a good flan has become widespread
knowledge at NVCC—thanks to the many flans that
she herself has made for her constituents (it is, she says,
part of the essence of governing as a Hispanic woman).
Far from imposing an autocratic vision, the dynamic
transformation De Filippis has wrought consists in
empowering her various constituencies in multiple
ways. “I have taken the fifth floor and given people
permission to paint the walls.” De Filippis found
painters and encouraged them to get started changing
the look of the place, adding more warmth and color.
“We reconfigured one space on the fifth floor and
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created the Academic Center for Excellence. I envision
it as a New York loft with movable pieces, so the
students have free tutoring and mentoring that they
can go to seven days a week, including at night.” The
library was reorganized to make it more accessible,
more integrated with the heart of the campus.
“We took all the furniture from the core of the
building and sent it to the prisons to be reupholstered.
We got the students in the arts program to take
ownership of the walls and paint them, so we began
to create this learning commons, with multiple seating
areas for the students.” These initiatives inspired the
workers in the Admissions, Registrar, and Cashier’s
Office to come forward with ideas for reorganizing
their working spaces “in an orderly way that would
make sense for the students,” De Filippis tells me.
Services were streamlined and consolidated. The staff
of the Center for Academic Planning and Student
Success also spoke up in turn with ideas for optimal
use of their space.
President De Filippis has also worked with local
and elected leadership to bring evening bus service
to Waterbury, secure funding for an Advanced
Manufacturing Technology Center, receive two
Fulbright Scholar-In-Residence guests and bring the
federal GEAR UP program to Waterbury. NVCC
also established a Bridge to College office, which
administers $12 million in grants aimed at preparing
students to enter and succeed in college.
With striking clarity of vision, De Filippis repeatedly
returns to the connection between these enormous
practical and logistical advances made at NVCC
under her administration and her lifelong passion

for literature. “You see, my writing a doctoral
dissertation on the semiotics of Dominican poetry
was great because it brought me into the world of
Dominican letters. I studied poetry as a tribute to my
grandmother. But then I came here and I said, wait a
second! Semiotics is also lean management. Everything
is where it’s supposed to be, for the purpose that it’s
supposed to have.
“I arrived here on Bastille Day, July 14, and I remind
them of that. The number of graduating students
this year was 1,353. So we’ve more than doubled the
number of completions.” Under her guidance, student
retention has steadily risen, enrollment has increased
from 6,128 students (fall 2008) to 7,293 students (fall
2013), and graduation awards have grown from 521
(2007–08) to 1,353 (2013–14) total awards.
“We are the only community college in Connecticut
that has had the honor of having more than 1,000
completions in a year. This is the third year in a row.
The first year the number was 1,008, then it went
up to 1,252, and now it’s 1,353. But for the black
and Hispanic students, the numbers have more than
doubled. It’s a 200% improvement in completion.
So I’m here for everybody. But because I am here
and because I’ve created an environment where the
students all know me as ‘President Daisy,’ and I spend
time and I listen to them, and they all feel that if this
sixty-something woman, who’s a grandmother, who
has an accent, who’s an immigrant, can be one of the
most effective presidents for a community college—
and I’m not bragging, it’s a fact, my supervisor tells
me that—then they can do anything. So my being a
woman, my being Dominican, my being Latina—and
I embrace all of my students, I don’t care what color

they are, because anybody who comes here is mine,
I’m their mother, guide and mentor, I’m their defender,
but to have the black and Latino kids rise the way
they have risen gives me tremendous satisfaction. I am
doing what I have done my entire life, which is: I am
an educator for everybody; I try to help my people as
much as I can.”
I ask what her proudest accomplishment as president
so far is. “Having created an environment where
students believe in themselves and having given the
support for them to jump high, to aim high, and achieve,
and I’m going by the number of completions, which is
spectacular here.” In her scholarly work? “Giving voice
to the Dominican literature written in the United
States in Spanish.” Here, again, De Filippis’s sense of
literature as a dynamic social force is crucial. “I have
received as much recognition from the community as
I have from the academy. Helping as much as I can to
create space, not only at the institutions where I am
but in the institutions where I have friends who are
academics, for Dominican writers in particular, but not
limited to those. You want to maintain the flow of the
community. I think I contributed to that.” She is also
a prolific translator, but mentions that only in passing,
as she moves on toward more vital concerns. “As
much as time would permit, I have done a lot of work
to promote that. I (and many others) have become
a vehicle for the country to open itself to its racial
makeup, to the role of women, to the need to embrace
the Haitian as your brother or sister, because after all,
we are Haitians here. Who cares whether I was born
on the west or east side of the island? I’m very proud
that the women in particular have embraced a very
open and inclusive approach. We, from here, have
become examples; have become a constant mirror to
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some of the lesser angels of the island.”
The unity of art, scholarship, and life is a truth De
Filippis affirms once more as I ask for her advice to
young aspiring scholars or administrators. “I never took
a course in administration, education, or accounting. I
have managed more budgets than I could tell you. The
humanities and the arts teach you to think on your
feet, teach you to read, teach you to communicate,
teach you to be serious, and give you the tools to do
anything. The best administrators, in my experience,
are those who begin as faculty, who learn what it’s
like to get through one semester, which bring the
experience and can then guide others and become
the chair and ultimately, if they have the patience for
many meetings, continue to advance. I always tell the
women’s groups I get invited to speak to that I didn’t
have a road map; what I kept on with was my spirit
open to possibilities. And then, when you go there,
whatever it is that you do, the important thing is to
believe in it. If you love it, you will do your best. When
I began teaching at York College, everybody thought
that being an accountant was the way to go. But in the
end, you’ve got to be able to get up in the morning. I
love my job. I love what I do. It has meaning for me. I
want to do more of it. And I could tell you honestly
that since the day I began working in 1975 when I
graduated from Queens College with a bachelor’s
degree and they made me an adjunct—I taught two
courses. And I went to pick up my first check. I laughed
all the way home, because I would have paid to stand
in front of a classroom and teach.”
As we conclude our conversation, President De Filippis
stresses the continuity between her past, whether
as a child in the Dominican Republic or as a young
teacher at CUNY, her present at Naugatuck Valley,
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and her future legacy. “Wherever I came, I carry all
those people with me. Wherever I am, I’m Dominican.
Wherever I am, I will honor that. And wherever I
am, I want people to understand that it is a good and
beautiful and honorable thing to be Dominican. I have
three sons and two beautiful granddaughters, one of
whom is nine years old, and she writes poetry. She
sent me a poem last week: ‘I am from / burnt caramel
flan / and the soft fabric / of my abuela’s shawl.’ My
work is done.”

President De Filippis celebrates Naugatuck Valley Community College’s 50th
Anniversary with (from left to right): State Rep. Lezlye Zupkus, Provost James
Troup, Ann DeVito, Professor Joe Faryniarz, SGA President Iralis De Jesus, Congresswoman Rosa DeLauro, State Senator Joan Hartley and Dr. Martha Kanter.

President De Filippis receiving the Martin Luther King Jr. Chairman’s Award from
Dennis J. King, head of the Martin Luther King, Jr. Holiday Commission. From
left to right, her son James De Filippis, granddaughters Alexa and Marley, her
husband Nunzio, President De Filippis and Dennis J. King.

President De Filippis, with her husband Nunzio and oldest granddaughter Alexa,
immediately following her inauguration as the first Dominican-American President of a community college in the United States.

President De Filippis addresses students, staff, local elected officials and the
media at the press announcement for the successful implementation of evening
bus service in the city of Waterbury.
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“The number one lesson is
the value of education. Also,
in dealing with challenges
and adversities, the need
to be proud of yourself and
not let gender, ethnicity,
or skin color stop you from
being successful.“

Julia Cornelio received a Bachelor’s
degree in business administration
from Baruch College. She has been
employed at the Swiss bank UBS AG
since November 1991 and now holds
the position of Executive Director. Her
journey from the Dominican Republic
to a high-level position in the banking
industry is an amazing story, but she tells
it with quiet humility, always noting her
surprise at the opportunities that have
come her way—opportunities that her
dedication to hard work and her strong sense of duty have nonetheless
helped to make possible.
“Up to the age of 15 I lived in the small village of Castillo in the Dominican
Republic. I had a solid family structure with four brothers and one sister.
My parents were hardworking people. My father worked for the city and
my mother worked from home as a seamstress. I had good teachers who
inspired us to focus on education. My parents used to take us to meetings
and campaigns to elect government officials. It was clear to me that you
need to connect with people as well as gain their support. In my job I have
to have good communication with people and connect with them. If we
don’t have a good relationship, my job is not successful.”
Ms. Cornelio learned to be responsible at an early age. “In the late 1960s,
my parents immigrated to the U.S. and left their children in the Dominican
Republic. At that time, I was 11 and became the mother figure for my
brothers and sister. I was in charge of managing the money we received
from our parents and making sure we all behaved well and attended school.
At that time I developed my management skills and level of responsibility.
When my parents came to the U.S., they became factory workers because
of their lack of education. They had no knowledge of English and no financial
means. Later, when they were able to take us to the U.S., three of my
brothers became factory workers. My sister and I had the opportunity to
attend school. My sister dropped out. One brother joined the U.S. army

18

CUNY DOMINICAN STUDIES INSTITUTE

and stayed there for 20 years. I always saw my parents
and brothers working hard. I knew I had to do my best
in school and I became an A-student.”
Determination was one key factor in Ms. Cornelio’s
success. “My goal was to become educated. When I
was in high school I found counselors who helped me
achieve a full scholarship to attend college. So basically
my influences were those experiences with my parents
and with those counselors who helped me out. I went
to George Washington High School in Manhattan.
The counselors saw my potential to go forward in
education. My parents were not educated, so I didn’t
have the information provided to me, telling me how
to get on in life, where to apply. I wouldn’t have had
enough money, if I hadn’t received the scholarship, so
those counselors played an important role in my life.”
I ask what lessons Ms. Cornelio’s life has taught her.
“The number one lesson is the value of education.
Also, in dealing with challenges and adversities, the
need to be proud of yourself and not let gender,
ethnicity, or skin color stop you from being successful.
Deal with people regardless of their culture,
education, or financial background. Follow rules and
regulations. Also, to control yourself when dealing
with difficult situations. If you work hard, your dreams
can be accomplished. The importance of listening,
being determined, disciplined, responsible, and having
respect for others.”
Ms. Cornelio then tells me about some of the
challenges she’s faced. “Adjusting to a new life when I
moved from a small village in the Dominican Republic
to the big city in New York. Another was starting 10th
grade. When I started at George Washington High

School I had no knowledge of English. So I had to go
every night and check words for meaning in order to
understand what I had to do. That was very difficult.
Another challenge was attending college with limited
financial support. Then, finding my first job after
graduating from college, with no work experience.
“I worked as an administrative assistant for the
Venezuelan government. The president of Venezuela
at that time was Carlos Andrés Pérez. Venezuela had a
scholarship program in the U.S. with its administrative
office in New York City. I was there for over a year
and then was offered another job, in the accounting
department. In 1982 I started working in the banking
industry. I didn’t know anybody, but I went to a bank
at 1 Wall Street, and asked to see somebody in the
Human Resources department. I talked to a mature
man who asked what I was looking for. I told him I was
looking for a job where I could apply my accounting
experience, use my Spanish language, and deal with
people. He said there was no position now, but if
anything came up, he would call. He called a week
later. I was surprised.” Like a reasonable person, Ms.
Cornelio had assumed that nothing would come of the
previous conversation.
“I started working in international accounts. A
very nice young Cuban lady was the manager. She
approached me and volunteered me to transfer to
another department. I didn’t know anything about it,
and that department was on another floor. She said,
‘I think you have the right personality. Since she was
my manager, I was surprised. I went for an interview
and they wanted to make sure I had experience and
could speak Spanish. I had to write a letter as a test.
Naturally I could write it fine, and I got the job.”
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Ms. Cornelio has continued to deal with challenges
as a financial advisor. “I have succeeded in a financial
system dominated mainly by men. I have traveled
alone to different Latin American and European
countries in order to accomplish my job duties and
attend seminars and conferences. Meeting people
from different cultures, in Switzerland and Germany,
being surrounded by well-educated people in top-level
positions. Being alone in a hotel, you face loneliness,
far from home, not surrounded by people you really
know. Conducting a face to face review of a client’s
accounts during cycles of strong market volatility
resulting in substantial losses can be difficult. The
worst experience was during the 2008 financial crisis.
I deal mainly with men who are business owners, wellknown professionals or top executives at prestigious
institutions. I have to be patient, understanding, and
supportive when clients express worries about their
financial needs and difficult family situations as well as
political and economic problems in their country. To
gain the trust of clients in order for them to follow my
financial advice, increase their assets with us or refer
us to new clients. To work mainly from a hotel suite
or visit clients at their homes and offices. Dealing with
people who at times are complicated, demanding,
arrogant and extremely difficult.”

my life tremendously. I’m also proud that my son
graduated from Hofstra University in 2005. He
received a Bachelor’s degree in Finance. Today he’s an
investment consultant and also works for UBS. I’m also
proud of my achievement in taking advantage of the
opportunities and support I received from CUNY.”

I ask Ms. Cornelio what her proudest accomplishments
are. “I’m very proud to be the only one of six children
in my family who graduated from college. Today I
hold the position of Executive Director of the Wealth
Management Division of UBS. In my function as
financial advisor, I manage $300 million in investments
for South American clients. Having the opportunity
to travel to many countries and deal with people of
different backgrounds and personalities has enriched

Though today’s financial climate is unstable and fraught
with uncertainty, we may be thankful that someone as
clear-headed, honest, and upright as Julia Cornelio is
involved in making some of the important decisions in
that sphere, and hope that more people of her caliber
will rise to such positions in the future.
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Finally, I asked her to describe how the financial
system has changed since she has been working in the
field. “There have been strong changes in regulatory
issues. The 2008 financial crisis impacted the global
financial system and caused a loss of credibility in the
system. Advanced technology makes people more
aware of the financial system. Competition amongst
major financial institutions has increased. They have
become more sensitive to economic and political
issues in the world. Women have gained more
recognition and respect in the financial system. My job
nowadays requires me to take on more responsibility.
Business development depends more on me. I have
to make more decisions myself. The financial system
has become more complex as people think shortterm. Today there are more education requirements
in order to achieve certain positions. Also, before
there was more team work. Today there is more
competition among peers in the financial system.”

Attending CUNY DSI’s gala in 2007. Pictured with the famous Dominican
fashion designer, Mr. Oscar de la Renta, deceased in 2014

Celebrating a promotion with some of her UBS colleagues in 1994

Having dinner with UBS Chief Executive Officer in Wolfsberg, Switzerland in 1999

Receiving an “Excellent Achievement Award” from UBS Chief Executive Officer
in 1993

Participating in a “Leadership Development” seminar with a group of UBS global
bankers in Wolfsberg, Switzerland in 1999

Receiving an “Exceptional Achievement Award” from the Bank of New York
Board Members in 1991
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From diversifying his
business ventures, to opening
multiple supermarkets in
New York, New Jersey and
Florida, Mariano maintains
his humility by understanding
that success in business
always meant being
socially responsible in the
communities that afforded
him the opportunity to
succeed. In that same line
of thought, NSA continues
to be a significant player in
the Latino community by
donating more than two
million dollars to charity in
the USA and throughout
Latin America for college
scholarships, catastrophes
and relief.

Once cited in the New York Daily News as
a “prototypical entrepreneur,” Mariano
Diaz has literally built his entire career
on that definition—even before the term
“entrepreneur” came into common use
among the Latino community. A highenergy, fiscally conscious, and extremely
goal-driven executive, Mariano Diaz
approaches each business challenge with
his intrinsic flair for innovation, creative
problem-solving, and measured risk
taking to drive consistent bottom-line
improvements and positive returns on all of his investments.
Mariano Diaz began his career on a path that is rare among other
entrepreneurs. In 1978 he earned his Bachelor’s degree, Cum Laude in
Romance Languages from Lehman College. Mariano knew that every learning
moment, since his arrival to the United States in 1975, needed to translate into
an opportunity that would later benefit his future. He also recognized that his
capacity to speak several languages would expand his reasoning and analytical
thinking skills. He later discovered that being an astute entrepreneur and
linking what he learned in college with business, included skills like negotiation,
teambuilding, risk taking and having the true grit to succeed.
As Mariano grew in business, he focused on complementing his humble
upbringing and the people skills that he developed in his birthplace—Los
Ranchos in Santiago, Dominican Republic, with a strong work ethic. Like many
entrepreneurs, Mariano was able to benefit from the mentorship his uncle
provided while co-managing his first supermarket partnership at the young age
of 22. The best way to go into business, Mariano felt, was to take calculated
risks and make bold decisions that would later turn into bigger successes.
In 1978 he found himself intrigued by the “world” of start-up and business
growth. Venturing into the unknown is not a soft spot for Mariano. In fact,
he wholeheartedly embraces change, and to his credit he has demonstrated
this throughout his illustrious career. Leading into his success as a Dominican
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business owner, Mariano also attracted attention
when on January 7, 1992 he was featured in an article,
“Thriving Where Others Won’t Go”, on the front
page of the business section of The New York Times.
The article represented the profile of the Dominican
supermarket owners and the value they have brought
to the marketplace. This particular article drew so much
attention that leading newspapers from several Latin
American markets picked it up in the news wire and later
reproduced it in their countries.
Recognized as an established and seasoned executive by
many of his colleagues and business associations, in 1993
Mariano’s career took a ten-fold leap in responsibility
when he was elected President of the National
Supermarket Association (NSA), the same organization
of which he is a proud lifetime Board Member. Through
his, and other board members’ leadership, the NSA has
become the largest independently owned supermarket
association the United States, which is composed
of Latinos. The NSA, as it is commonly referred to,
continues to represent the interests of independent
supermarket owners in New York and throughout
the eastern seaboard from New England to Florida.
Additionally, for more than 10 years, Mariano served as
the only Latino on the Board of Directors for the Food
Industry Alliance (FIA).

to charity in the USA and throughout Latin America
for college scholarships, catastrophes and relief. From
taking on the first venture in his twenties, to plunging
into philanthropy, Mariano continues to demonstrate
that he is driven to learn new methodologies and
prepared to take on entrepreneurial ventures. Whether
it’s for economic gain, cultural awareness, higher
education, or for social change, Mariano continues
to have the passion and willingness to expand his
intellectual and human capacities, all the while bringing
good to the communities he serves.
Today, Mariano resides in New Jersey. He’s a proud
father of four successful children and continues to seek
the next opportunity in his evolving entrepreneurial
career. He has demonstrated time and again, that
through his top-notch qualifications and working across
the entire spectrum of the food industry, from vendors,
wholesalers, marketers, customers to employees—it is
challenging to put his skills in a “box.” Without doubt,
Mariano has a great deal of value to offer budding
entrepreneurs, leaders and society at large. His years
of strategic planning, operations, partnership and
development have made Mariano Diaz a leader when
referencing to becoming successful while also being
socially responsible.

From diversifying his business ventures to opening
multiple supermarkets in New York, New Jersey and
Florida, Mariano maintains his humility by understanding
that success in business always means being socially
responsible in the communities that afforded him the
opportunity to succeed. In that same line of thought,
NSA continues to be a significant player in the Latino
community by donating more than two million dollars
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With mother Andrea, siblings Maria, Isidoro,
L. Domingo, German and L. Manuel

With President Ronald Reagan in Cold
Springs, California

With sons Anthony and Diego

With Miss Universe Amelia Vega

With Hall of Famer Pedro Martinez

With Mayor David Dinkins, Percy Sutton and
Richard Davenport

At a NSA Board of Directors meeting in 1992

Press Conference with NYS Comptroller
Carl McCall

At the summit of Pico Duarte, Dominican Republic
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Angel Estévez

“I am the twelfth of thirteen
siblings, which is not rare
in the Dominican Republic.
I have always been selfmotivated. I am the only one
among my siblings who has
taken the path of education,
and I have motivated myself
most of my life. But I have to
give credit to my fifth grade
teacher, Martha Vázquez.
She taught me family values;
my personality was shaped
by her, and my sense of
how to conduct yourself in
society. When I went back
to visit Santo Domingo a few
years ago, I took a copy of
my dissertation, which was
dedicated to her.”

Angel L. Estévez got his Ph.D. degree
at The Graduate Center and is now
Assistant Professor in the Department
of Foreign Languages & Literatures at
The City College of New York. Professor
Estévez is currently serving as the
Director of Master’s Program in Spanish.
His area of research centers on 20th
Century Spanish-American and Caribbean
Literatures, including Magic Realism and
the Fantastic. His most recent publications
are: “The Construction of the Magic and
the Role of Popular Religion in the Caribbean Context,”Critical Insights: Magic
Realism, Ignacio López-Calvo, Ed., Salem Press, 2014; El español y su evolución
(co-authored with Silvia Burunat), New York: Peter Lang, 2014; El español
y su estructura (coauthored with Silvia Burunat and Aleksín Ortega), New
York: Peter Lang, 2012; El español y su sintaxis (coauthored with Silvia Burunat
and Aleksín Ortega) New York: Peter Lang, 2010; “Lo neofantástico en el
relato dominicano del siglo XX (la significación de las manchas)” Rumbos de
lo fantástico: Actualidad e historia. Ed. Ana María Morales, José Miguel Sardiñas,
and José Cardona López. Palencia: Cálamo, 2007; and La modalidad fantástica
en el cuento dominicano del siglo xx. New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2005.
Professor Estévez has taught at Lehman College and Fordham University at the
Lincoln Center campus.
While studying Spanish literature at The Graduate Center in the early 1990s,
Estévez was struck by a lacuna in the curriculum that would eventually help
define his career path. “The first time I became aware of Dominican literature
was in my graduate studies. I took a course on the literature of the Antilles
and the Hispanic Caribbean and the syllabus was very long and extensive,
but there was no Dominican literature on it. I asked the teacher, ‘Why are
there no Dominican works on this list? Why not include at least one or a
couple of authors?’ She said, ‘Angel, Dominican literature has not been wellstudied.’ With so many Dominicans in New York, there were no courses that
addressed Dominican art and literature. That was the first time I thought that
maybe I should explore Dominican literature and history. That was how I
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started thinking about possibly making a contribution to
the study of Dominican culture.”
Dr. Estévez has always made an effort to keep in touch
with his roots. “I came here in 1981, and I have kept
contact with the Dominican Republic by going there
when I can. I also have three Dominican channels on
cable that keep me in constant contact with what is
happening there. I also attend the Dominican Book Fair
and attend events at the CUNY Dominican Studies
Institute as much as I can.”
Looking back, Dr. Estévez has high praise for one
particular mentor, a formative influence in his early
life on the island. “I am the twelfth of thirteen siblings,
which is not rare in the Dominican Republic. I have
always been self-motivated. I am the only one among
my siblings who has taken the path of education, and
I have motivated myself most of my life. But I have to
give credit to my fifth grade teacher, Martha Vázquez.
She taught me family values; my personality was shaped
by her, and my sense of how to conduct yourself in
society. When I went back to visit Santo Domingo a few
years ago, I took a copy of my dissertation, which was
dedicated to her.”
Dr. Estévez also feels that the vernacular and folkways
of his fellow Dominicans began to cast a spell on him
when he was still a child. “My first six years, I grew up
in the countryside near Santiago. I remember, years
later, when I moved to Santiago, I was fascinated by
languages: especially my own, Spanish. After that, when
I came to the US, I was fascinated by French, later
Latin, and then Portuguese. So one component that
has influenced me is my love for language—as well as
literature and film.
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“But also, since a very young age, when I was living
there, before I turned 18, I used to observe and loved
the way ordinary Dominicans went about daily life,
observing what they do, what they talk about, how they
go about their everyday activities. For example at the
market, I was interested in how the farmers talked and
how they acted. I learned a lot from humble people
like that, and that is part of what drew me to study
Dominican popular culture and folklore.”
Nearly a decade later, after earning his Ph.D., Dr.
Estévez was astonished to find, once again, a lack of
intellectual engagement with Dominican culture; but
again, he took quick and decisive steps to remedy the
gap. “When I went to work at City College in 2002,
when I was hired, I noticed there was not even a single
course in the curriculum that addressed Dominican
literature and culture. I told the Chairperson that the
kids that go to The City College of New York didn’t
have anything to identify with. I said, ‘Can we put
together a course?’ I prepared a course on Dominican
Literature and Culture. I designed it and proposed it
to the Executive Committee. It is now a part of the
regular curriculum. I have taught the course four times
and it has filled quickly every time.”
I ask what lessons Dr. Estévez has learned in his years
as an educator. “In a teaching career you always learn
from students. One thing I’ve learned from them
is how to look at Spanish as if I were not a native
speaker. It gives me a chance to get into their shoes
and become more aware of the problems they face
and the questions they have. I have learned to think
like an English speaker. I manage to see Spanish from an
English-language point of view.”

In addition to forcing Dr. Estévez to expand the way
he thinks about language, the students have compelled
him to confront the no less profound question of how
he experiences his national and cultural identity. “One
thing it’s important for me to highlight is something that
happened once when I was teaching the Dominican
Literature and Culture course. I was discussing migration
and started asking the students, ‘How do you feel
when you come back to Santo Domingo and to the
Dominican Republic, and how do you feel when you
come back to New York? Do you feel you have arrived
at home? Can you call the United States your home, or
do you feel more at home in the Dominican Republic?’
The students started thinking. My students have either
lived here all their lives or they have migrated from the
Dominican Republic and lived here for 5-10 years. So
when I asked, ‘Do you feel at home here, or do you call
the Dominican Republic home when you go back?’ it
of course elicited a lot of different reactions. And then
one of them asked me, directly, ‘How do you feel?’ That
got me thinking. When I come back to New York City,
I don’t feel home, and when I go back there, I don’t feel
home either. It made me realize that I am in between
these two cultures, of course I feel Dominican and I
eat Dominican food, and I dance to Dominican music,
and I speak Dominican, but when I go there, the Santo
Domingo that I left does not exist anymore. You see
the buildings, you see the streets, you see the school,
but what you left when you were there, your everyday
life, your friends, no longer exist. That particular student
helped me to realize that as a New Yorker, living here
for thirty something years, even though my roots are
Dominican and I feel very much Dominican, there
is something missing from my Dominican-ness, that
sense of connection to my roots. I feel that somehow
there is something missing. There is a connection that

is not plugged in somehow. So I was very honest and
told them that I feel like I’m in limbo. So that made me
realize how important it is to think about that: where
are you? Where do you feel a sense of belonging? That
was important.”
Dr. Estévez hopes that more young Dominicans will join
the teaching profession, but he underscores that it is a
labor of love. “Teaching is a vocation. You will not get
rich teaching. I have students that ask me, ‘How much
am I going to make as a teacher?’ If you don’t have a
vocation for teaching, you should find your true calling.
Read a lot, learn a lot, get prepared; love what you do.
As a teacher you are privileged to touch lives, to change
lives. The satisfaction and sense of having done right
is the main reward teachers take home. Also, I would
advise my fellow Dominicans, if they want to teach, to
go all the way and get a PhD.”
Dr. Estévez has high hopes for future research into
Dominican literature, a rich field with abundant material
that remains unexplored. “When I started thinking
about how I could make a contribution, I started
reading about Dominican literature, culture, and history,
and I decided that maybe I could contribute through
the study of narrative. I started reading Dominican
short story writers and I found that very little work
had been done in that area. I wrote a proposal. What I
discovered was that the Dominican Republic had very
solid production in terms of the short story in the
twentieth century. I studied four authors and found
that these writers were really well-known on the island
but not outside, especially in New York. That would be
an interesting area to explore in future research. Why
are certain writers only known on the island? Why
haven’t they been exported? Dominicans have more
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to export than merengue and bachata: they also have
a large group of writers whose work is waiting to be
discovered in the diaspora, and who are comparable
with Borges and Garcia Marquez. The younger
generation needs to be introduced to that culture.
Children of Dominican parents need to learn more
about the island. It’s important for us to learn about
these artists, and for our children to do so.”
Our conversation returns for a moment to the
surprising vicissitudes of cultural identity. “When
I decided to make my contribution to Dominican
Studies in this way, I realized that I have become more
Dominican in New York than I was back in Santo
Domingo. It reminds me of what the Cuban writer
Alejo Carpentier said: he became a true Latin American
in the years when he lived in Paris. He learned more
about Cuba when he was living in Paris, and I have
learned much more about the Dominican Republic here
than when I was over there.
“We do have a tradition, and we have had a tradition,
from long ago, just waiting for us to discover it. Of
course it was very much shaped by Trujillo, whose
regime controlled every aspect of Dominican life. After
he was assassinated, there was a flourishing of writers
who had repressed their creativity during the 30 years
of his rule. I became aware of that once I started
researching, and people who haven’t studied it don’t
know all of what’s there.”
Finally, I ask Dr. Estévez how important technology
has become in university learning. Not surprisingly, he
is ahead of the game, making a serious effort to get
students to master the newest tools. “Every course
I teach is linked to Blackboard in an online version,
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so students can follow from their computer. Online
learning is not for everyone—some instructors and
students like it and some don’t. A lot of students have
difficulty coordinating their schedules to it. However, I
link all my courses to Blackboard because I want all my
students to take advantage of technology. Not all my
students are tech-savvy, and I think they need to be,
so I try to engage them in online learning. By doing so,
hopefully, I am contributing to their preparation for the
future. More courses are offered online now than ever
before. Some schools even offer MA and PhD programs
online. If I can expose them to that, it would be great if
they could take advantage of those opportunities. I’ve
taught quite a few courses online—mostly between
2006 and 2009. Back then I heard a rumor that online
learning could make classrooms disappear. I hope
that day doesn’t come, but if it does, I would like my
students to be able to handle it. The time to become
online learners is now. Our teens are growing up with
all kinds of mobile devices and laptops, so for them it’s
natural. They don’t have to make the transition. Since
you can do everything online now, they should be
savvy. I hope they do take advantage of the opportunity
to learn it now, do the work now, participate, because
you don’t know what the future is going to bring, but I
think it’s going to bring more technology. The time to
learn is now.”

Mr. Estévez with his parents, Luis and Maria

PhD graduation

Family picture
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“One of the best lessons
I have learned is that
students appreciate it
when you are very strict.
Students will never forget
that what you are doing is
in their best interest, even
if at that point in time they
are going against your
rules. At this point in my
life, you cannot imagine
how many students tell
me, ‘Dr. Galván, thank
you.’ The more you
demand, even if they
don’t give you everything,
they give you more than if
you didn’t demand.

Dr. Marilu Maria D. Galván is the Executive
Director of the Centro Civico Cultural
Dominicano and has been closely involved
with that organization since its founding,
as well as taking part in the activities of
numerous other Dominican organizations,
the Dominican Bar Association, Lions
Club International, and other well-known
organizations. Galván and her first
husband, part of the Juan Pablo Duarte
Club, were both active in the push for
New York City to honor Juan Pablo
Duarte with the statue that now stands at Canal and Sixth Avenue. In addition
to promoting and celebrating Dominican culture, the Centro Civico organizes
educational events each month devoted to exploring the history and traditions
of different countries around the world, “visiting a different country each
month,” Galván tells me, within the walls of the brownstone building on W.
145 St. Her husband of over 20 years has been instrumental in supporting her
passion for the Centro Civico Cultural Dominicano.
In our telephone conversation, Dr. Galván speaks with pride about her journey
from Santo Domingo and the sustaining strengths her heritage has given her.
“My Dominican roots have been instrumental in everything that I have done
in my life. Most Dominicans are very proud, I’m no exception. I have been
able to demonstrate it. I believe in demonstrating that Dominicans have the
tenacity, endurance, and capacity to succeed. I believe that pride in our heritage,
preserving and knowing one’s culture, help us appreciate and cohabitate with
and learn from other cultures.”
Galván has spent her life learning and teaching. She is an educator and has been
one all her life, teaching age groups ranging from kindergarten to college. From
1975 to 2002, Dr. Galvan had the opportunity to teach social studies at L. D.
Brandeis High School. It was while teaching there that she began studying at
Brooklyn Law School. She went away from L.D. Brandeis to be acting assistant
principal at other schools, but was always warmly welcomed back, until she
finally retired in 2002. She received an MA from NYU in School Supervision &

30

CUNY DOMINICAN STUDIES INSTITUTE

Administration and was also an adjunct professor from
2002 to 2006 at John Jay College of Criminal Justice.
Galván’s interest in world affairs, world history, and other
peoples’ contributions to humanity is passionate. She
has always been interested in the contributions of other
cultures, and how we learn from other cultures. She has
been fascinated by and grown to appreciate the exchange
of knowledge among civilizations, cultures and people, how
we learn from others and how others also learn from us.
“My mother is present in my everyday life though she
passed away 18 years ago. She was the greatest influence
in my life. As I attended ‘el colegio’ in San Cristobal and
she worked as a nurse, I saw her great sacrifice to provide
me with the best education and opportunities she could.
My love for global history dates back to that time.
“I came to New York City in 1959, at 92nd St. Off
Broadway. I was exposed to the Puerto Rican community
since my mother had worked as a nurse in Puerto Rico.
She arrived in 1956 at 97th and Broadway. That building
was known for having a number of Dominican families, in
the U.S.for political reasons. I remember that you could
not speak against Trujillo. I still have my Galindez book
wrapped in newspaper.”
Dr. Galván shared some of the lessons her career has
taught her with me.
“One of the best lessons I have learned is that students
appreciate it when you are very strict. Students will
never forget that what you are doing is in their best
interest, even if at that point in time they are going
against your rules. At this point in my life, you cannot
imagine how many students tell me, ‘Dr. Galván, thank

you.’ The more you demand, even if they don’t give
you everything, they give you more than if you didn’t
demand. They will scream and fight but they will give
it to you, no matter what. I always called them ‘Mr. ‘
and ‘Ms.’ And spoke to them formally, even when I
was very young. I started in my 20s. I always respected
them and also required the same from them. You can
mold students. It’s not easy because it is a concerted
effort. It’s not only the teacher; you need the parents
and the community to be involved. I will call the parents
if necessary. You have to demand more. You teach the
students that they have to work in order to achieve.
“Any immigrant who comes here has a lot of challenges. I
did not want to speak English, and instead of going to high
school in New York, my mother sent me to Jesus and
Mary Academy in Fall River, Massachusetts. My mother
was earning around $60, but she made the sacrifice to
send me there. She worked in a millinery shop making
hats, on 38th between 5th and 6th avenues. She was
an amazing lady. She never wasted her money and she
worked hard. To this day, she is remembered every day,
and her memory is celebrated annually with a barbecue
with family and friends. She was a giving person.
“While attending Jesus Mary Academy I was placed in
the academic class with the best students, my English
was a challenge, but I was there. I decided that I wanted
to make it. I needed to learn English, and that was one
of the many challenges I have encountered throughout
my life, but I have never been defeated. While at JMA, I
felt homesick many times but as I told myself, everything
comes to an end. That was such a great lesson, and
because of that experience I have been able to face and
conquer a lot of other challenges. When I was studying
for exams as a law student I thought my mind was going
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to explode. So I told myself: everything comes to an end.
The challenges of language or of being a single parent
were not easy but I kept telling myself, everything comes
to an end. Therefore, I was determined that if the other
immigrants are able to make it, as well as mainstream
Americans, even if it takes me forever, I’m going to
make it. The journey was not easy but I always had the
inspiration of my family, of my mother and that drive,
that consistency, to keep at it no matter what. Challenges
are not easily conquered, but every time I was able to
conquer one that gave me strength to conquer the next.
I had to take ESL at City College and I thought, it doesn’t
matter, I’m going to keep at it, keep studying. Education is
the key to achievement and success.”
Galván finished a law degree in three and a half years
while teaching and raising her children. “I was Assistant
Principal at George Washington High School and then
at P. S. 5 and I owe that to the fact that I went to law
school. I’m proud of the fact that I was special and
Dominicans are special with determination, dedication
and drive to achieve and be part of the establishment
through education.
“In the late ‘50s and ‘60s, there were not many
Dominicans here, but those who were had a drive.
The Centro Civico Cultural Dominicano was founded
in 1962. These Dominicans were proud and wanted to
keep their culture alive, sustain their culture so it would
not disappear. At that time the number was low but
the cohesiveness and love for the culture and for each
other was great. Later on we moved into the numbers.
We have the numbers and Dominican culture has been
gaining awareness among other ethnic groups and the
establishment,” to such an extent that she was recently
invited to City Hall to testify in support of the future
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Smithsonian Institute American Latino Museum being
planned in Washington, DC.
“I was there a week ago at City Hall. They asked me to
go. It is a testament that the Dominican community has
gained great respect from the establishment. We have a
lot of Dominicans across all strata of society, including in
politics. Not only holding elected office, but also working
behind the scenes. Dominicans are well-respected
across the nation. Dominicans are at Harvard teaching,
on Wall Street at top institutions there. From being
close-knit and together in the ‘60s, we have reached a
level well beyond any expectations based on the time
of our arrival in the US. We have done it in such a short
time that it is amazing. I would say that people know
about our culture, they know the music, merengue
and bachata, and bachata is a recent development in
comparison to other music. The late Oscar de la Renta,
even though he made such a great impact on fashion,
was always distinguished as being Dominican. That’s a
testament to us, how proud we are of our culture. We
integrate but remain proud of own culture.”
Galván has devoted her life to sharing and
communicating that pride in the Dominican heritage,
earning the gratitude of Dominicans everywhere. “My
daughter and son were born in the US, and I have four
grandchildren. Believe me, the four of them were born
here in the US, and they know they are Dominican. I
strongly believe that our youngsters and young adults
must be aware that they have a responsibility to our
heritage, to our culture, to education, to our survival (or
longevity). Therefore, we have to cultivate and engage
them. We have to entice them, involve them, and let
them be part of the process, because we are not going
to be here forever. Time will pass and we will pass also.”

Dr. Galvan with colleagues & former Dominican VP
Carlos Morales Troncoso

Dr. Galvan in San Cristobal, D.R., where she
attended the Colegio San Rafael

Doña Maria Medina, Dr. Galvan’s mother

La Altagracia celebration & street procession at San
Benito Church on 52nd street

Dr. Galvan graduates from CCNY with a
B.A.

Alfida Fernandez, Carlos Tolentino and Marina Medina
with Dr. Galvan and others

Dr. Galvan at Centro Civico Cultural Dominicano

Dr. Galvan with her husband

Dr. Galvan with her husband at a recent Desfile de
Hispanidad
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Scherezade Garcia

“As an artist, I connect myself
with books, information
and research before I begin
painting. I feel like I have to have
the essence of whatever I am
talking about. Then I am able to
create or to formulate the story
that is my inspiration. To get
ownership of something, I have
to have expertise.”

Scherezade Garcia was born in Santo
Domingo. As a child she became involved
in the arts by participating in projects
such as mural painting with visual artists
Elias Delgado and Nidia Serra. She
studied at Altos de Chavón/The School
of Design, an affiliate of Parsons School
of Design. In 1986, she moved to New
York as a student at Parsons The New
School of Design, where she obtained
the Parsons Institutional Scholarship and
the Dana Foundation Work Grant. Her
work as a fine arts artist has been continuously exhibited throughout the
United States, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean since 1990. Her
work frequently evokes memories of a faraway home and the hopes and
dreams that accompany planting roots in a new land. Garcia’s work has been
shown at the Smithsonian Museum of American Art in Washington, DC, El
Museo del Barrio in NYC, The Housatonic Museum of Art in Connecticut,
and El Museo de Arte Moderno in Santo Domingo. Her solo exhibitions have
included “Paradise redefined” at Lehman College Art Gallery in the Bronx;
“Island of many Gods” at the Salena Gallery, and “Theories of Freedom” at
The Humanities Art Gallery at Long Island University in Brooklyn.
Garcia’s work is multi-layered, vibrantly colorful, richly textured, and, as she
stresses, always interdisciplinary, usually combining sculpture, painting or
drawing, and written text. In it, she carefully joins everyday objects such as
life jackets, inner tubes, suitcases, mattresses, tents, umbrellas, religious icons,
and newspaper clippings together with her luminous paintings and drawings
into a coherent whole. By turns lyrical, shocking, disarming, subtle, playful,
confrontational and intellectually challenging, and often all of these things at
once, the art is as versatile and multifaceted as the woman herself.
“The Dominican experience definitely informs my work,” she tells me with
enthusiasm. “Almost everything that I’m interested in has to do with diversity
and freedom and what is new. What does that have to do with Dominicans?
I will tell you. In this country we love to talk about diversity and freedom,
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freedom of speech, freedom of thought. We have
to have tokens of diversity all over, which is almost
fake, in that we have to work on it. But when you are
from the Caribbean, which is the beginning of what
the American experience is about, you cannot escape
diversity, because you know, we already come to this
continent and have the Taíno. Then the Europeans
come, a very mixed people, because the people that
came were the Spaniards from the Mediterranean, so
that means they were a little bit North African, a little
bit Arabs, a little bit of this and that and everybody
else, as a consequence of empire. So they were mixed
people. So we are mixed, then come the Spanish, the
French, the Dutch, and so on. So for me, diversity is
something I cannot escape. In many of my paintings
almost all the characters have cinnamon color and my
idea behind that is that by me combining all the colors
to create cinnamon, because when you are trying to
mix brown—the only way is to mix everything you
have in your palette, so by creating that, it’s an action
of diversity, and aesthetically, because it’s cinnamon at
the end, it’s aesthetically diverse. So all my characters
talk about everybody. It’s an action of inclusion. So
that’s what my work has to do with my Dominican
and Caribbean heritage.” In contrast to the empty
words or meaningless gestures she deplores, Garcia’s
artworks offer a tangible representation of diversity
through this active artistic choice.

my mother’s side, came from Quebec, then to New
Orleans, then to La Hispaniola. They went to Haiti as
French people that were tutors to the kids of the white
plantation owners, who wanted their kids to speak
perfect French. The plantain owners brought people
from France to educate the kids and usually they
wanted to bring people with a family, so they would
not mix. That’s typical Europe, isn’t it? They haven’t
changed at all. We haven’t changed at all. When the
situation with the black revolution in Haiti came about
almost everybody was killed and my great-grandfather’s
uncle was killed because he was white so my greatgreat-grandfather decided to flee to the Dominican
Republic. So the story goes that the remarried—his
wife had died—and he married a Dominican and went
to San Cristobal with his books, his only possession at
the time, and became a teacher. They founded the first
French cemetery in the Dominican Republic, in the city
of San Cristobal. On my father’s side, it was a typical
Spanish family from the north, involved in developing
businesses, teaching, theater, and writing. When I
grew up I was always very aware of my heritage in
that sense. I also was surrounded on both sides of the
family by strong women. My grandmother and great
aunts were teachers. There were always stories about
involvement in painting, in culture.” Garcia’s mother
played and taught the piano, as well as working in the
theater and studying folklore.

Garcia takes great pleasure in contemplating her
family history, in which the variety and complexity of
the Caribbean are reflected strikingly. “I come from
a family of people involved in the arts, involved in
politics. My great-grandfather was the first lawyer of
San Cristobal, the second town after the capital in the
South. He was French and mulatto. That family, on

“I have always been deeply connected to and
fascinated by history. There is a part of me that is very
social. I love people, conversations, stories. My mother
is very much like that. My father is a known designer—
being a civil engineer, he designs bridges. So we are all
in the arts somehow. My parents were very involved
in the revolution in ‘65. They were socialists and very

DOMINICAN BLUE BOOK

35

Scherezade Garcia
involved in that kind of ‘60s activism. I heard all these
stories about the American Occupation, and I grew
up during the Cold War, hearing constantly about the
Soviet Union and Reagan, the threat of nuclear war.
That framed many of my interests. Already when I was
eight or ten years old in Santo Domingo, I was working
on murals and had my picture in the paper because of
that, along with my sister iliana emilia, an artist as well.”
This engagement with political and social problems is
vital to Garcia’s vision of art as storytelling. “If you get
close to my work you can see I am talking about things
that are deep, about social issues. That is completely
connected to my childhood and the conversations that
were important in my family.
As an artist, I connect myself with books, information
and research before I begin painting. I feel like I have to
have the essence of whatever I am talking about. Then
I am able to create or to formulate the story that is my
inspiration. To get ownership of something, I have to
have expertise.”
In answer to my question about what response she
seeks from the spectator, Garcia tells me, “My goal
is to provoke thought. I want you to come out of my
exhibition thinking, questioning: ‘What if?’ I love the
‘what if.’ I am very anti-dogmatic. I feel that dogmas
reinforce our tendency as people to have a need for
absolute answers, to make everything fit into a square.
When I am doing anything, my main goal, as a teacher
especially, is to open the mind. To free yourself. I hope
that happens at my shows.”
Garcia’s work often addresses the consequences of
the so-called “discovery” of America. I ask her about
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this theme and its importance to her. “The moment
I am from the Caribbean,” she says, “I am the direct
consequence of the ‘discovery.’ … The ‘discovery’ is
a term I use chronologically to allude to the events of
1492. We could write a whole chapter in a book about
it. These people were more advanced than those
people in Europe. When I think about the Aztecs, it
is a crime what they did to those people. The ‘New
World’ is the consequence of all the brutality that we
see in the ‘Discovery.’”
I further ask what inspires her choices of the objects
she uses in her installations. There is, to be sure,
nothing random about them. “I told you that I love
people and their stories. But I also need to find
symbols. I am anti-dogmatic so I don’t want to tell
obvious stories with pre-digested information. I play
with symbols and reconstruct or recompose the
clues of the story. Inner tubes are something I use
constantly because it’s a device that’s able to float.
For somebody from the Caribbean, who lived on
these islands surrounded by water, for me the way
to travel from one place to another which is also the
consequence of what we are as people, we need to
cross those oceans, those highways of water; so I
always think these inner tubes, these floating devices
are a way of salvation, because they can get you from
one place to another. Those are devices that people
use constantly. Dominicans use them to go to Puerto
Rico. They actually cross the canal in those inner tubes.
Cubans do the same thing. And if you just go around
the planet, we will find situations like that in the Pacific
Islanders or with Africans trying to get to Europe.
We’re always going to find this need. I always think of
the Vikings, in the North as well. We have this need to
see what is on the other side.”

These symbolic objects, too, she reveals, are versatile,
with multiple layers of meaning. “With the inner tubes,
I compose it in different ways, for example, I have one
with golden inner tubes—called ‘Cathedral’—deep
in gold. I compose them as an altar—a tall building
of inner tubes, almost. I was inspired by the story
of an interview with a priest in Santo Domingo. He
was saying, ‘We have all these beautiful churches
in America and of course maybe 200 feet away, on
the other side, there was a gold mine. It tells a story
about us. Everything is about money. ‘We have
to Christianize these people and steal everything
too. Let’s do everything at the same time, keep
everything in the same neighborhood.’ That’s why I
paint everything: this need, again, of clearly looking for
salvation and escape but understanding that everything
is about this need for riches. So, in the ‘Cathedral,’
going up, obviously searching for heaven, there is gold,
representing earthly, material desire. But the whole
piece is full of little milagros (small folk votive pieces).
I use the iconography of Catholicism: the little prayers
they give you in church, but with the text on the back
in every language, basically alluding to the idea that this
history doesn’t belong to us, it belongs to everybody
in different places. This idea of looking for something
better, surviving, exploring, and suffering.”
Acute specificity and precision in symbolism and
method thus become interwoven in Garcia’s piece
with a confident reach toward the universally human.
“I attach these inner tubes together with these safety
ties. These plastic safety ties are used by immigration
police all over the planet now, instead of handcuffs,
because they are disposable. So I use that to show
that it’s an old story that is still new. Timeless. My
installations start with drawings. A lot of paintings and

drawings before I make a sculpture. It’s always very
interdisciplinary, but that factor has a reason. I am
Caribbean so I have everything. I have Spanish, very
Spanish in some ways. I have French, African, most
likely a little bit Chinese, and Dutch. How can I be
minimalist? Never. I love that I feel like I belong to so
many cultures. I feel it in my skin. Everything has to be
full of layers because of that.”
Garcia finishes by telling me about an ongoing
collaborative project that engages with another
painfully real subject. “I am working on a project about
the conflict between Haiti and the Dominican Republic.
I started this whole thing in 2003. I started this project
and presented it at the Haitian embassy in DC and
they loved it. Then after that there was no money,
then there was the earthquake. Dr. Edward Paulino,
my good friend, who works on Dominican history,
and I have been doing what I call pop-up projects in
the Dominican Republic every October since 2012,
so for three years now. We’ve been doing this project
about collecting memories of the conflict between
Dominicans and Haitians and how our history, even
though different in many ways, is deeply intertwined.
This is my new thing.”
I note the prescience of the project, in view of
developments in the past several years. “Yes, the
tensions are up there. Last year I got a lot of hate e-mail
on Facebook. But at the same time, just so you know,
I got more emails of support, saying ‘these scholarly
actions are great, it’s great that you are doing this, we
are together.’ More of those than hate. It’s a very hard
issue. Every time we do this, it’s the same. People want
to reconcile. That is hope right there. I am not a believer
that people have to be the same. I am not pretending
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that we can forget history. But we have to live with
our differences. We don’t have to be twins to agree
on something. It’s something I get emotional about.
Everything Dominican and Haitian is close to my heart.
In New York I have so many friends who are Haitians,
and who are from everywhere. The distance can also
give you a better perspective on things. Whether here
or there, it’s still the American experience, because I call
the Caribbean the American experience.”
Photo: William Vazquez Photography
(www.williamvazquez.com)
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Scherezade’s wall of artwork at Leonardo da
Vinci Academy in Santo Domingo in 1976

“Our America” Exhibition at The Smithsonian
Museum of American Art

Studio shot from 2010 at the City College of
New York

Working in studio at Scherezade’s Brooklyn home/studio in 2011

Unveiling of posters designed for The Hispanic Heritage Celebration at The
New York Library with Governor Cuomo in 1994

Portrait at Scherezade’s Brooklyn studio in 2013

Installing “Sea of Wonder” at Lehman College in 2014
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“Although my mother and
father did not have the
opportunity to reach high
levels of formal education,
they valued it as they
understood that education
brings opportunities for a
better life. The expectations
they had of me placed a great
level of responsibility on my
shoulders. The dream of
becoming a professional and
making them feel proud of me
shaped my life and motivated
me to become a productive
citizen. The encouragement
of my primary school teachers
who valued and praised my
school work also created high
expectations in me. The fact
that I didn’t have the goods
that I wanted as a child made
me very creative and more
appreciative of what I had.”
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Ana Isabel García Reyes was born in La
Romana, Dominican Republic and raised
in New York City. As a result of her very
limited language proficiency in English
when she came to the United States, she
confronted challenges which motivated
her to learn and eventually graduated
with honors from Louis D. Brandeis High
School in Manhattan.
She then received a Bachelor of Arts
degree in Sociology from The City College
of New York in 1979, and her Master of Science degree in Bilingual Education
from the same institution in 1989. García Reyes lives in New York City and
has been involved in community service for more than three decades. She
is the youngest of her siblings (three sisters and one brother) and the first in
her family who graduated from college. García Reyes is a widow and her only
daughter, Natil L. Reyes, also completed her graduate studies at CUNY.
García Reyes has over 35 years of experience in higher education, including
extensive work in program management and special programs, fundraising
and development efforts, and evaluating and training personnel.
García Reyes started her career as a counselor for Aspira of New York, Inc.
from 1991 to 1996. She later served as supervisor and then Director of the
Student Support Services Program (SSSP) at the City College of New York.
At Hostos Community College, Dean García Reyes started as the Special
Assistant to the President/Chief of Staff. In March 1998, she assumed
additional duties and responsibilities under the title of Special Assistant to the
President for Community Relations and Director of International Programs.
Her responsibilities included assisting the President in administrative
operations, community and external relations as well as governmental affairs.
In addition, she coordinated and monitored cultural heritage events, public
community forums, and international academic exchanges/ teacher training/
study abroad programs. Her love and commitment to her job makes her

an icon in the communities served by the college
nationally and internationally. As the community
relations liaison for the college and a member of the
CUNY Legislative Action Committee (CLAC), Dean
García Reyes maintains professional ties with external
institutions and professional organizations as well as
city, state, and federal policy makers.
Dean García Reyes is a founding member of CUNY
in the Heights, an educational center of the university
which offers certificates and college prep courses
among other higher education programs. In addition,
she is a founding member and advisory board member
of the CUNY Dominican Studies Institute and currently
serves as Vice Chair of the Dominican Studies
Association. She served as past president of the
Association for Equality and Excellence in Education,
Inc. and executive committee member for the CEO
Board of Directors (when it was known as NCEOA).
The New York City Council recommended her
unanimously for the New York City Youth Board, and
she received a mayoral appointment to this body in
1994 for the first time and continued reappointments
up to the present by the succeeding mayors.
García Reyes is the founder of the NYS Women in
Government organization.
Dean García Reyes has participated in many
conferences and roundtable discussions. In 2001,
she was the first woman elected as president of the
Dominican American National Roundtable (DANR).
During her tenure as President, DANR engaged in
lobbying efforts for the first time in Capitol Hill. She
also started the first voter registration campaign
focused on Dominican Americans.

She has received numerous awards and citations
from the three branches of government of the
U.S. She has also been recognized by numerous
universities, educational institutions and professional
organizations for her leadership and advocacy on
behalf of underserved communities. García Reyes has
also been recognized for her excellent track record of
coordinating academic exchange programs.
For two consecutive years (2004 and 2005), García
Reyes received The Salomé Ureña de Henríquez
Award. This honor, which is bestowed on educators
with a record of lifelong commitment to excellence in
education, is presented at the National Palace in the
Dominican Republic by the Minister of Education and
the President of the Dominican Republic. In 2012, she
was selected as one of 25 Bronx Influential Women by
the Bronx Times newspaper.
In recent years, as a volunteer board member in charge
of pedagogy of the NYC literacy program, Quisqueya
Aprende Contigo, Dean García Reyes and two
colleagues trained a group of volunteers who taught
over 75 adults who were illiterate to read and write in
less than a year.
Dean García Reyes’ work makes her a kind of cultural
ambassador between the Dominican community and
other spheres. “My Dominican studies expertise has
been a blessing as it has helped me to bridge cultural
academic exchanges between the Dominican Republic
and the U.S. among educators and students for more
than two decades. It has also helped me to develop
and implement cultural heritage events of interest
to the Dominican American community and to nonDominicans as well.”
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I asked Dean García Reyes how the Dominican
experience has informed her work.
“Belonging to a Dominican American origin group
has brought opportunities for professional growth
as I am frequently consulted about Dominican topics
and the Dominican community. The Dominican
experience has brought joy and challenges to my
career. It has also brought numerous national and
international recognitions as a result of my professional
investments in the Dominican American community.
This experience has given me the opportunity to
elevate and amplify the hidden gems of my history and
culture. It has also helped me to learn and appreciate
the heritage, customs and traditions of other cultures
currently embedded in my own. During the ongoing
process of learning about my own identity, I have had
the fortune of learning about other national ethnic
groups and the commonalities that have brought us
together as human beings. Within this context, bridging
the digital divide between cultures is important and
rewarding. My Dominican experience reaffirms what
or whom I have chosen to become and has allowed
me to share that experience with students and
professionals who seek to expand their knowledge
about Dominicans. I have stayed true to myself and
those who respect and accept people for who they
are and not for whom they would like them to be. It
also allows me to understand that being Dominican
doesn’t necessarily mean that I know everything about
Dominicans. Throughout the years, I have enriched
myself by adding aspects of cultures that I have come
in contact with, as I have consciously decided to also
continue honoring the culture, traditions and legacy that
I have inherited. As a Dominican woman who was born
in the Dominican Republic and raised in New York City,
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I proudly embrace my heritage and roots. I celebrate
who I am and what I have become as a member of the
Dominican American diaspora community.”
I next asked Dean García Reyes about childhood
influences that shaped her dreams and aspirations.
“Although my mother and father did not have the
opportunity to reach high levels of formal education,
they valued it as they understood that education brings
opportunities for a better life. The expectations they
had of me placed a great level of responsibility on my
shoulders. The dream of becoming a professional and
making them feel proud of me shaped my life and
motivated me to become a productive citizen. The
encouragement of my primary school teachers who
valued and praised my school work also created high
expectations in me. The fact that I didn’t have the
goods that I wanted as a child made me very creative
and more appreciative of what I had.”
At a very young age, García Reyes turned a situation
that could have been a setback into an opportunity.
“The reality that my health was not the best during my
childhood years and the fact that I had to spend more
time indoors rather than outdoors playing with the rest
of the kids instilled good study habits in me. I became
more disciplined and focused in my studies as a student
since I had plenty time to study at home.”
Her work as Associate Dean and as Director of
International Programs at Hostos gives García
Reyes great satisfaction. “The positive results of my
professional services are very gratifying as I frequently
receive very positive feedback from students and
professionals with whom I have shared my knowledge

and experiences. Meeting and interacting with
renowned Dominican writers, scholars, dignitaries
and artists whom I had the honor of meeting as a
professional and learning from have been part of
those rewarding moments and experiences. Moreover,
sharing my experiences with students and professionals
on how to navigate complex systems to access
resources is also rewarding.”
García Reyes also expressed some of the difficulties she
has come across in her work. “One of the challenges
frequently faced is conveying the community’s demands
to fulfill the needs of a community that seeks prosperity.
Fulfilling the expectations of those who look for
guidance and who see me as a leader and role model
is humbling and honoring to me but also challenging
due to the limited amount of financial resources that
my position can offer. Voicing the needs of underserved
communities in academia is very challenging as you may
frequently find faculty and staff who don’t necessarily
relate or understand the needs of the communities
served by their institutions. At times, you may find
faculty who have never visited the communities where
the students live and bridging the cultural differences
between the two requires time and effort.”
García Reyes expresses gratitude toward those who
have helped and inspired her along her path. “I have seen
my dreams accomplished with the support of conscious
professionals who shared the same or similar vision as
mine. Amplifying the contributions of exemplary role
models and helping them to further escalate their images
is very gratifying to me. As an officer of the university,
I always think about honoring those who have brought
pride to Dominicans and how I can bring awareness
about deserving individuals who have made substantial

contributions which merit recognition.”
Dean García Reyes shares her enthusiasm about
the opportunities her work provides to engage in
intercultural dialogue and communicate the knowledge
she has acquired in her research.
“Participating in international study abroad programs
or global education is a great way of learning about
cultures in general and sharing that learning in a very
creative way. Learning about Dominican migrations,
history, culture and education has helped me to design
innovative Dominican cultural programs and has
blessed me with the opportunity of being able to share
my knowledge with diverse communities. Studying
the migration patterns since the pre-colonial times
to the present has expanded my knowledge about
the Dominican experience and has made me realize
that there is a wealth of history that unfortunately a
significant number of second and third generation of
Dominicans are not aware of as this information is
not included in the NYC DOE curriculum. Helping
educators who are in search of knowledge to expand
their experiences and to pass these on to their
Dominican American children is fascinating. Seeing the
appreciation that comes from the teachers and the
students who learn through the process of participating
in the study abroad programs is highly rewarding.
Looking into the past helps you to better understand
the present and perhaps even the future.”
Finally, I ask Dean García Reyes how she, one of the
founding members of the CUNY Dominican Studies
Institute, evaluates the Institute’s contribution to higher
education and its fulfillment of the founders’ goals and
defines its mission moving into its third decade.
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“As a founding member, I reflect on the past and
think about the current standing of the CUNY
Dominican Studies Institute (CUNY DSI). The CUNY
DSI evolved from a dream of educators like me to a
credible academic research center. The CUNY DSI’s
mission was to produce and disseminate research
and scholarship about Dominicans in the U.S.
More recently, it has engaged in research projects
and articulation agreements in other countries
besides the U.S. It has also signed agreements with
numerous prestigious institutions and has contributed
immensely not only to higher education but also to
the Dominican American community that it represents
in the U.S. As national trends and the needs of the
Dominican American community evolve, so has the
vision changed/shifted slightly to include not only U.S.based research projects but also other geographical
areas including the Dominican Republic, Spain, and
Germany among others, where there is or has been
a significant presence of Dominicans. The CUNY DSI
pioneered the research of the first Latino immigrant
who came to the Hudson River area in 1613, known
as Juan Rodriguez. This particular research is a major
milestone or finding of interest for Dominicans and
non-Dominicans nationally and internationally. The
Institute has demonstrated potential for further
expansion and capacity building.”
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Receiving an award from NYS Black & Puerto Rican legislators in Albany in 2004

With Senator Serrano, Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez, and
Congressman Jose Serrano

With Hillary Clinton

With daughter Natil Reyes

Wedding pictures

Ana García Reyes during a Telemundo interview regarding Flight 587 Annual
Memorial at Hostos Community College
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Christina D. Guillén

“Not getting into medical
school the first time was
an obstacle, not a failure.
This experience made
me see how strong I was
and how dedicated I was
to achieve my goals no
matter what challenges
I was faced with. It
wasn’t a failure, it was
an obstacle. As I tell my
medical students, a failure
is something you can’t
overcome. An obstacle is
something that makes you
stop, re-evaluate and reroute your path in order to
achieve your goal.”

Dr. Christina D. Guillén is an Assistant
Professor of Pediatrics at Downstate
Medical Center. She is a pediatrician
who also holds the titles of Pediatric
Residency Associate Program Director
and Child Abuse Specialist. Dr. Guillén
completed her undergraduate studies
at the State University of New York
Stony Brook University where she
received her B.S. in Psychology. She
later attended The City College of New
York where she received her Masters
degree in Biology. Dr. Guillén received her medical degree from The State
University of New York, Downstate College of Medicine. After completing
her pediatric residency training at Downstate Medical Center she decided
to stay at Downstate and became a faculty member in the department
of Pediatrics. As a Pediatric Residency Associate Program Director she
is actively involved in resident graduate medical education and resident
training. Dr. Guillén is the child abuse specialist at Downstate Medical
Center and Kings County Hospital Center in Brooklyn. She conducts
medical examinations, reviews child abuse cases, and testifies as an expert
for the Brooklyn District Attorney’s office. Her research is in the field
of child abuse. As a faculty member, Dr. Guillén works with the College
of Medicine. She serves as a mentor to the first year medical students,
and is the faculty advisor to the third year medical students interested in
pediatrics; she is also the faculty mentor to SALUD, the Hispanic medical
student organization. She is a member of several medical associations
including the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Professional
Society on the Abuse of Children, the Association of Pediatric Program
Directors and the National Hispanic Medical Association.
In 2012, Dr. Guillén was recognized in the Latino American Who’s Who, as
a member of the Latin community who has attained a degree of success in
her field and has made contributions to her profession, society and culture.
Among the awards she has been honored to receive the Trailblazer
Award in Medicine and Community Service, and the Caribbean American
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Healthcare Award. She serves on the Board of
Directors of The Hill Charitable Foundation’s
Caribbean-American Medical and Education Fund. Dr.
Guillén is a member of Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority,
Inc. as a member she implements community service
programs and projects throughout the inner city
communities in New York City.
I asked Dr. Guillén what role her Dominican heritage
had played in her career. “I’m a first generation
Dominican American who grew up in Washington
Heights. My pediatrician was Dominican, and I was
fortunate to see the importance of having a doctor
that’s of your culture and speaks your language.
When it comes to medicine and caring for patients,
it’s important that your doctor, especially your
pediatrician, be someone who understands you
through your language and culture. There’s a lot that
can be lost in translation, and is often seen when you
don’t understand a person’s culture. As a doctor,
especially a pediatrician, you are an advocate for your
patients and their families. I was fortunate to have a
pediatrician that my mother could communicate with
and who understood her.
“My parents instilled the importance of being humble,
working hard and dedication in me. They made great
sacrifices when they left their country and family
behind to start a new life in a new world. My parents
always stressed the importance of education.”
Dr. Guillén is a pediatrician practicing at Downstate
Medical Center in East Flatbush, Brooklyn. The patient
population consists of a mixture of African-Americans,
West Indians, and a mixed Hispanic population of
Dominicans, Puerto Ricans, Panamanians, South

Americans, and Central Americans. Her desire was
always to return to Washington Heights and serve
the Dominican community. During her years of
training she had a large Hispanic patient following.
Her patients were very loyal and they would refer
their family and friends to her. When she finished her
training, she was asked to stay on as a faculty member
in the department of Pediatrics at Downstate Medical
Center. At that time she realized that she was making
a difference and giving back to the Hispanic community
in Brooklyn, where there aren’t a lot of Spanishspeaking doctors. Dr. Guillén says “I didn’t believe it
until I started practicing and my patients were coming
from various parts of Brooklyn. It’s something about
understanding the culture and speaking the same
language that makes a powerful impact in delivering
the proper healthcare to your patients.”
Dr. Guillen tells me about an early experience that
helped inspire her to become a doctor.
“I knew I wanted to be a doctor from the age
of seven, and I always knew I wanted to be a
pediatrician. While I was in high school during the
summer I volunteered as a candy striper at Columbia
New York Presbyterian Hospital. I started helping the
nurses in the newborn nursery unit and then had the
opportunity to shadow a pediatrician.
“A personal experience also solidified my desire to
become a pediatrician. When I was in high school I
had appendicitis, which was misdiagnosed. My mother
always says when a patient’s mother tells you that
something is wrong with her child you have to listen
to her, even if the tests are all normal, you should
listen. She says “A mother’s heart is never wrong.”
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For four days, the doctors thought I had a stomach
virus. Diseases don’t always present themselves
like they do in the textbooks. My appendicitis
presented differently due to its location. My appendix
perforated one night and I had to be rushed to the
hospital. For two days my diagnosis was not clear
to the doctors. I had an emergency appendectomy
which saved my life. I was hospitalized for six weeks
instead of the routine three days. The pediatricians
and the nurses gave me the best medical care. I
remember telling the doctors “Thank you for saving
my life, when I grow up I’m going to be a pediatrician
so I can save other children’s lives.”
Dr. Guillén believes that adversity can be turned into
success. “The toughest challenge I faced was when I
applied to medical school the first time and didn’t get
accepted. After graduating from college I did a postbaccalaureate program at City College. I chose City
College because its pre-medical program had a good
reputation. When I finished that program I applied
to medical school and I did not get accepted, I was
devastated. I did a lot of soul searching and thought
about other careers but in the end I realized that the
only thing I wanted to be was a doctor. With the help
of my premed advisor I entered the MBRS Scholars
Program and pursued my Master’s degree in Biology.
Two years later I reapplied to medical school and I
was accepted to numerous medical schools.
“Not getting into medical school the first time was an
obstacle, not a failure. This experience made me see
how strong I was and how dedicated I was to achieve
my goals no matter what challenges I was faced with.
It wasn’t a failure, it was just an obstacle. I often tell
my medical students, a failure is something you can’t
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overcome but an obstacle is something that makes
you stop, re-evaluate and re- route your path in order
to achieve your goal.” I asked Dr. Guillén what her
proudest achievements are so far.
“My proudest achievement is that I am a pediatrician
and I’m able to serve the underserved population
and the Hispanic community, in particular the
Dominican community. I also have the opportunity
to train doctors and teach medical students. The
most rewarding part of being a pediatrician is having
the opportunity to take care of patients from birth
to young adulthood as well as creating a special
bond between my patients and their family. As a
pediatrician I practice preventive medicine and make
positive changes in the lives of my patients and serve
as their advocate.”
Finally, Dr. Guillén offers some advice for young
people: “One, surround yourself with positive likeminded people. You’re not going to achieve your goals
if you’re surrounded by people who are negative.
Two, stay focused and don’t give up, if you stumble
and fall pick yourself up and continue on your path.
Remember that an obstacle is not a failure. I’m a living
example of overcoming obstacles. Lastly, don’t give
up on your goals and dreams and aspire to always be
the best in life.”
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Guillen receiving the Mujeres Progresistas Award
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With parents Jose and Rafaela Guillen
at the gala dinner for the Asociación de
Mujeres Progresistas

Receiving the Trailblazer Award in Medicine
and Community Service Award

Guillen in the pediatric clinic

Graduation from SUNY Downstate College
of Medicine

Milagros Méndez

“The advice I still give to
any young person is, I
tell them to study and be
consistent in their goals,
to have a goal and study to
achieve it. It doesn’t matter
what the goal is; they don’t
have to be astronauts,
doctors, lawyers. As long
as they receive training for a
profession or a position that
is going to help them be
stable as adults, financially
and culturally”

Milagros Méndez was raised in Santo
Domingo and came to New York City in
1963. Ms. Méndez completed a Master
of Arts degree in Bilingual Education
at The City College of New York and
a Bachelor of Science in Accounting
from Hunter College, as well as an
Associate Degree in Applied Sciences
from Borough of Manhattan Community
College. “The Bachelor of Science took
nine years because I was working full
time and could only go part time. It was
complicated to get more credits.” At the same time, Ms. Méndez studied for
the CPA (Certified Public Accountant) Test until she passed it. “Constant
studying,” she remembers.
Ms. Méndez taught ESL and Mathematics to sixth and seventh graders in a
Washington Heights middle school from 1988 to 1993. Prior to those years,
she worked in the accounting department of a brokerage firm and a bank
in the Wall Street area, as well as for a life insurance company and a private
conglomerate in Midtown Manhattan. During the 15 years leading up to her
retirement, she was on the staff of the UN Development Business, a unit of
the Department of Public Information at the United Nations.
I ask Ms. Méndez how the Dominican experience has informed her work.
“It was more obvious when I started teaching ESL because I completely
identified with the children I was teaching. I came to the country in 1963.
I was in the same position they were. When I was teaching them English, I
understood what their needs were. I felt like I was going through it all over
again. I could teach them better because of that, and help them to get to
know the city and become familiar with the culture.”
A love of learning was inculcated in Ms. Méndez from an early age by her
parents and teachers. “I was raised in a nuns’ school from kindergarten.
They were real disciplinarians. I started to learn discipline early in life, from
my parents also. I learned the desire to advance and make something of
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yourself regardless of where your parents are from.
They really inspired us to study and read in order to
have a stable adulthood. I’m still studying. I’ve always
been studying. I just can’t stop. My parents’ influence
was crucial in my development as a young person, as
an adult.”
Since retiring in 2008, Ms. Méndez has kept busy. “I
just finished a program at NYU to become a court
interpreter. I passed the written exams for the federal
and New Jersey courts and the written and orals for
New York State. I now have to study for the federal and
New Jersey oral exams.” Not bad for someone who took
up studying to become an interpreter just a year ago.
Ms. Méndez, who is qualified to do simultaneous
translation between English and Spanish (and vice
versa), believes anyone can do what she does, given
the proper training. “Anybody can be a brain surgeon
if they are exposed to the training. It’s just a matter of
wanting to do it and getting the training. Everything
takes time. If you expose a child to an experience,
it’s very different from not exposing him at all. If
you never expose a child to a piano, you will never
know—they could be a genius at hitting those keys.”
Ms. Méndez is looking forward to working as a court
interpreter, where she will interpret between judges,
lawyers, witnesses, and defendants. She will begin
looking for work as soon as she passes the oral exams
for the federal and New Jersey court systems.
“I always had that inclination that I could serve the
Spanish population as a conduit in the legal process. I
was always interested in that. It was the system that
made me have that inclination to be an instrument.
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“The challenge of being able to perform, being wellprepared is important to me. I’m very demanding of
myself. I would like to know that if I’m going to take
over a certain position, I will be well-prepared.”
Early in her career, Ms. Méndez worked as an
accountant for brokers on Wall Street. “One
adjustment was getting used to people looking
at you differently. Years ago, there was more of a
discriminatory attitude toward minorities. I never felt
discriminated against deliberately. Even if I was, I tried
to do my best. Later, at the UN, it was a different
environment. It was a lot easier for people to not
discriminate and accept others from other races, from
minority groups. At the beginning I felt there was a
different attitude toward minorities. For those who
are sensitive it must have been hurtful, but for me,
I just let it slide. I just thought about the American
Indians and what they had to go through.”
I ask Ms. Méndez to tell me about her proudest
accomplishment. “When I was a teacher, I felt that was
a really special experience. It brought me into contact
with people who had similar experiences. I became
aware of the administration and the teachers’ union.
I had meetings with the principal and got better at
controlling the classroom. I started noticing particular
behaviors of the administration. I questioned some of
its actions. There were repercussions that prompted
me to seek a different path within the education
system and I left the teaching position. It was a lifechanging moment, for I was inspired to participate as
a candidate in the next school board elections, was
elected, and stayed on from 1993 to 1999. It was a
very rewarding experience. It made me more involved
in the community, the actions of the board and the
superintendents. I felt I had more of an influence

on the decisions at that time. It was a life-changing
experience because it brought me into contact with
more people in the community, including different
groups, neighborhood associations, parents and
students. It was really rewarding to know and find out
about what was going on and to be part of that group.
It was very, very interesting.”
Ms. Méndez’s advice to the young? “The advice I still
give to any young person is, I tell them to study and
be consistent in their goals, to have a goal and study
to achieve it. It doesn’t matter what the goal is; they
don’t have to be astronauts, doctors, lawyers. As long
as they receive training for a profession or a position
that is going to help them be stable as adults, financially
and culturally. They can have the freedom of being
educated and having a stable financial situation. I’m also
co-founder of the Asociación de Mujeres Progresistas.
Most of the members are women in Hamilton
Heights, Washington Heights, and Inwood. We focus
on making women aware of possibilities for acquiring
knowledge so they can transmit this to the younger
generation. Especially young girls—we want them to
know that they can become mothers and also become
professionals. If they are independent, they can choose
a partner with more sensible criteria. It doesn’t put
as much pressure on them to choose somebody who
is going to satisfy their needs; they can choose based
on other criteria. I don’t mean that the partners don’t
have to also be educated and financially stable, but
at least that won’t be the main reason. Through this
association we try to instill in women self-esteem and
knowledge. We have various activities throughout
the year.” The organization celebrated its twenty-first
anniversary with a gala on November 14, 2014.
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With son Jordan C. Chan Méndez and husband
Michael Chan

Wedding Picture, Sept 7, 1995, parents: Maria
E. Bautista and Romilio Méndez, ring boy: Luis
A. Frómeta, flower girl: Diana M. Frómeta

With son Jordan, grandson Joaquín and his mother
Kimberly Andrade

Member of Community School Board - D6 1993-1999

While working at Wall Street 1968-1978

As a co-founding member of the Asociación de
Mujeres Progresistas (1993-Present)

First woman President (1996-1998) of the Instituto de Contadores Autorizados de la Rep. Dominicana in New York

As a member of the Association of Dominican Classical Artists

With relatives: husband Michael, cousin Mabella,
brother-in-law Tom, and sister Oneida
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Rita Mella

“I was raised in a household
where morals and ethics
played a significant role. From
when I was very little, public
service was encouraged by
example in my house. And
those values were reinforced
in school. I attended an
excellent school in Santo
Domingo. If I had to go back
to the influences that have
informed what I am about
today, I would say it would be
the values with which I was
raised. If I had to define my
life right now, I would say it is
about public service.”

Judge Rita Mella was born and raised
in Santo Domingo and moved to New
York City in the 1980s. She came to the
United States when she was 22 years
old, on a scholarship to the University
of Florida, and received her J.D. degree
from the City University of New York
Law School in 1991. Mella served as
court attorney and law clerk for Hon.
Richard Rivera of the Kings County
Family, Civil and Supreme Courts until
2002 and for Hon. Margarita López
Torres of the Kings County Surrogate’s and Criminal Courts through 2006.
She was elected to the Civil Court in 2006, and served in Criminal Court for
the next six years. In 2012, Judge Mella became the first Latina elected to sit
on the prestigious New York County Surrogate’s Court in Manhattan.
The importance of working for the public good, and in particular to benefit
her community, is something Judge Mella learned from an early age. “I was
raised in a household where morals and ethics played a significant role. From
when I was very little, public service was encouraged by example in my
house. And those values were reinforced in school. I attended an excellent
school in Santo Domingo. If I had to go back to the influences that have
informed what I am about today, I would say it would be the values with
which I was raised. If I had to define my life right now, I would say it is about
public service. My need to do public service and my devotion to it come
from those influences and from being raised with those values.”
In a previous interview with NBC Latino, Judge Mella spoke eloquently
about her commitment to working for social justice. I followed up on that by
asking about what progress has been made on issues that affect Dominicans
most. “The Dominican presence has grown tremendously in New York and
the United States,” the judge replies,”and the influence of our community
has also grown significantly, to the point that members of the community
are now very visible in different spheres, including the public sphere—we
have a significant presence in all areas of public life. For instance in the legal
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field, we now have fourteen Dominican judges that
have been elected or appointed in the city of New
York. That’s only in the judiciary. In higher education,
at both the administrative and faculty levels, the
Dominican presence is growing. It has also increased
in politics. Our presence has grown and the presence
of individuals in visible positions in the public sphere
has also grown. Through all of that growth, and
through those individuals who continue to play a role
in public life, a lot has been accomplished in addressing
the issues that affect underserved and immigrant
communities, including Dominicans. Our presence
in all of those spheres has made a difference. The
policies that are being set and priorities that have been
established are informed by this.”
I ask about the challenges she has faced. “One of the
most difficult things to do is to operate without role
models,” Judge Mella tells me. “We are basically the
first generation of judges, so we have done it without
having role models in the community. I’m trying to
change that by opening up the legal field, in particular
the field of trusts and estates, which is the field in which
I now work, to communities of color, students and
members of different communities not represented
in this particular field of law in the past. By organizing
training courses and taking student interns to teach
them about the law, I’m trying to open up the doors so
underrepresented communities can play a role.”
I ask what her proudest accomplishment has been.
“There’s no single one, but I’m very proud of the
opportunities I have had. I’m proud of having been
able to serve the public and the community through
the application of the law, and I am proud of the trust
the public has placed in me in allowing me to do this
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job. I’m also proud of the opportunities I have had to
work with underserved communities, and to devote
my life and energy to improving the lives of members
of the community, in the limited way that I can, and
empowering them.”
With respect to the biggest challenge now facing
the Dominican community, Judge Mella’s answer is
clear: “Access to quality education at all levels is the
biggest challenge we face, and making educational
opportunities available and accessible to members
of our community at all levels, starting at prekindergarten all the way through graduate programs, is
the number one goal we should set for ourselves.”
The advice Judge Mella offers young people is concise
and straightforward. “Work hard at whatever it is that’s
in front of you. Work hard and you will see the results.”
She adds that she is “a person of few words. I’m a public
servant, I’m not a star. I’m not one to give big speeches.”
Nonetheless, her life speaks volumes about who
Dominicans are and what they are capable of achieving,
and continues to offer a shining example of what it
means to apply yourself and give something back.

Participating in the Dominican Day Parade in 2012

Portrait of Judge Mella

Addressing the audience at her induction to the Surrogate’s Court

Portrait of Judge Mella

Being sworn in to the Surrogate’s Court by Judge Margarita Lopez Torres
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Maria E. Peña

“It’s also important not to
forget your roots. Following
the American dream and
embracing the American
beliefs and ideals that lead
to success doesn’t mean
that you have to abandon
the customs and traditions
that you learned while
growing up at home. True
success is when you are
able to embrace both.

Dr. Maria E. Peña was born in New York
and raised in Queens. She attended the
highly competitive advanced seven-year
program at the Sophie Davis School of
Biomedicine where she was awarded
several scholarships and graduated
cum laude. She proceeded to finish the
last two years of her clinical training at
their affiliate school, New York Medical
College, where she obtained her MD
degree in 2008.
Dr. Peña completed her Internal Medicine training at North Shore
University Hospital/LIJ and proceeded to pursue another two years of
training to specialize in the field of Endocrinology, Diabetes and Metabolism.
She developed a special interest in weight loss medicine as she saw many
obese patients suffering from preventable diseases such as diabetes and
other complications. As a result, in addition to being Board Certified in
Internal Medicine and Endocrinology, Dr. Peña is also Board Certified in
Obesity Medicine, one of only 850 physicians in North America to obtain a
certification in this relatively new field in medicine.
Dr. Peña is a member of numerous medical societies including: The
Endocrine Society, the American Association of Clinical Endocrinologists
and The Obesity Society. She recently became a member of the Dominican
Medical Association. She also has publications in medical journals such
as Practical Gastroenterology and has presented her work at national
conferences. Furthermore, Dr. Peña has done several interviews for the
NSLIJ media, in segments entitled “Focusing on Health” and “Doctoring,” as
well as local television, radio and several newspapers and magazines.
In addition to seeing patients, Dr. Peña is the Director of the new Center
for Weight Management at NSLIJ Syosset Hospital. She is also the Physician
Champion for the Diabetes Task Force and the Director of the Advanced
Inpatient Diabetes Management for Disease Specific Joint Commission
Certification for Syosset and Plainview Hospitals. Dr. Peña also holds the
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title of Assistant Professor at Hosftra North ShoreLIJ School of Medicine. She has also done volunteer
work at Harlem Hospital, in recognition of which she
received the Leonard Davis Fellowship.
Being a first-generation Dominican-American has
shaped her in many ways, Dr. Peña tells me. Above all,
her parents taught her a strong work ethic, illuminated
by a spirit of sacrifice.
“When your parents are immigrants, the most
important value you learn to adopt is their strong
work ethic, determination, and sacrifice. My dad
worked very long hours outside the home, while my
mom expanded the role of a homemaker to that of
a chauffeur, tutor, and mentor amongst other things..
They never took vacations or splurged on themselves.
All of their resources were set aside for my sisters’
and my education. Therefore, my first computer was a
big investment for them. I felt I couldn’t let that work
go to waste. My mother sacrificed her opportunity
to pursue an education in order to to take care of
my younger sisters and me. She went beyond her call
of duty as a mother, primarily when it came to my
education, going to the library with me and making
sure I did my homework. I didn’t have a Nintendo
or Sega but I definitely had an encyclopedia and
a computer. My father always reminded me to be
grateful for the opportunities that I had in this country,
and I always knew that thanks to his sacrifices, I had
the chance to get a better education than he had.
When I saw my parents face discrimination and racism
because of their language barrier and limited financial
resources, they always emphasized that a good
education would be my key to a better life.”

Morality, integrity, discipline, and religious faith were
values of sovereign importance in Dr. Peña’s family, and
have sustained her throughout her life. She is the first
physician in her family, having made a firm decision to
go into medicine after visiting a hospital as a child.
Dr. Peña’s grandmother was also a key influence in
her childhood. “She lived in the countryside on a farm
but she was a very modern woman for her time. She
persuaded my grandfather to get a loan from the
government based on his land and cattle holdings
and open a small shop, like a bodega. She was a very
strong role model for me. More importantly, my
grandmother taught me about God, the Virgin Mary
and the importance of prayer. Thanks to her I learned
how to pray the rosary.”
Dr. Peña describes herself as having been an
“underdog” in her first years at elementary school.
“I didn’t know English, even though I was born in the
States. I was always the last one in everything: learning
to tie my shoes, learning how to tell time, learning to
count money. I remember feeling fed up with being
teased and in third grade I became determined to
do better. I received my first award as ‘Student of
the Month,’ and became the top student in math and
spelling, my two weakest areas before that. I went
from worst to best. I was the first one in the district
Spelling Bee from my school, as an eighth grader.”
Dr. Peña feels proud and fortunate to have made it
into the program at Sophie Davis. “It helped me fulfill
my dream,” she says. However, having finished medical
school at the age of twenty-four, she sometimes faces
skepticism about her abilities, based on stereotypical
thinking. “When you look younger than other doctors,
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people think you’re not as good. Also, if you’re female
and minority, people hold that against you. I have to
work twice as hard to prove myself. I became the
director of the Center for Weight Loss at the age of
thirty, but I find myself resorting to quoting research
studies to convince people to take the medicine I’m
prescribing them. It’s a double-edged sword. I’m
happy to be fulfilling my dreams, but people have
preconceptions about what a doctor should look like,
that sometimes gets in the way.”
Despite the doubts she faces from others, Dr. Peña
remains positive. “You have to overcome the obstacle.
It’s only an obstacle if you let it be one. So I may have
to prove myself a little more, but at the end of the
day, this just motivates me further to stay up to date
with the latest in medical news and technology.
“At this point I feel I’m at my peak. I’m triple board
certified, which I’m proud of. I have a good position
here in the health system, which is hard to come by,
but I worked hard for it and earned it, so I’m happy
about that.”
Dr. Peña is passionately engaged in the medical effort
to combat obesity. “The weight management program
we’ve worked on creating here is pretty new, because
even in the field of medicine, obesity is still not
completely recognized as a disease. People say it’s just
a consequence of poor eating, and yes, it is, but there’s
much more behind that, a lot of social, environmental,
and genetic issues. It’s a growing epidemic, and I think
that we really have to address that. Unfortunately, when
you look at the numbers, about 2/3 of the population
is obese or overweight according to Body Mass Index
(BMI), and this is particularly affecting the black and
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Hispanic population. A lot of socioeconomic factors are
involved: access to quality food, for example, organic
food, limited financial resources, and stressful lifestyles.
Right now, fruits and vegetables are more expensive
than a hamburger at McDonald’s. I’ve been using
my training in Obesity Medicine in working towards
creating a program here for the population that will
address all those aspects, not just the medical aspects.
I can give somebody a pill to make them lose weight
by suppressing their appetite, but that won’t get at
the root of the problem. My goal is to eventually offer
these services to the populations that have the highest
prevalence of obesity, such as the Hispanic and AfricanAmerican populations.”
To my question about whether the obesity epidemic
has shown signs of abating, Dr. Peña answers: “Recent
data shows that the prevalence of obesity is stabilizing
in the pediatric population. This is due to increased
awareness, particularly in our school cafeterias and
increased activity in after school programs. But
unfortunately, the same trend has not been seen
in the adult population. In the past year alone, the
Centers for Disease Control noted an increase in the
rate of obesity amongst the adult population. So the
epidemic is still growing.
“The American Medical Association just recently
recognized obesity as a disease. At the moment when
that happened—hopefully—insurance companies
will be compelled to start paying for treatment. A
lot of the treatment entails counseling. Before, you
could counsel a patient for half an hour on diet and
exercise, but the time spent was not reimbursed.
So with the way the health care system is right now,
unfortunately, doctors don’t have time for counseling.

However, if the insurance companies recognize
obesity as a disease and allow us to bill for counseling,
then doctors will have more of an incentive to
actually promote the screening and the counseling
for this medical condition. The ideal model that our
program offers is to fight obesity on several fronts:
we screen for comorbidities associated with obesity
and hormonal problems, as well as provide nutritional
and behavioral counseling. The nutritionist helps the
patient come up with a meal plan, and the psychologist
helps screen for anxiety, stress, or whatever is
triggering the eating habits that override the body’s
signal of satiety. We also encourage increased physical
exercise. This is the ideal model, but getting the ideal
model reimbursed is hard. Replicating this model
elsewhere is also hard, since we don’t have that many
resources. Once the insurance companies start paying
for these services, more people will have an incentive
for replicating these models and then we’ll have more
services to offer the population. For example, here,
where I work, I’m bilingual, but my Hispanic patients
who don’t speak English can’t see the nutritionist or
psychologist because those specialists don’t speak
Spanish. Unfortunately, the populations most affected
don’t have these services offered to them.”

health insurance before, and that constitutes an
undeniable, important step forward. Nonetheless, the
consequences of the new law for her profession are
complex. “I have spent a lot of time on the phone with
insurance companies trying to get things authorized
and approved. People complain that doctors don’t
have time for their patients, and it’s true, because of
all the paperwork we have to fill out. The insurance
companies won’t pay, and that takes away the ability of
doctors to give the best care.”

Our conversation touches briefly on the state of the
health care system more generally. “A lot of hospital
systems are buying out private practices,” Dr. Peña
explains, “just because doctors can’t keep up with
the overhead. Between student loans, overhead,
malpractice insurance, and paying the rent, doctors
are barely making ends meet; so many are having to
sell out to the hospital system. Insurance companies
are denying payment.” The Affordable Health Care
Act, she concedes, has helped those who had no

Finally, her advice to young people interested in
careers in medicine is honest and straightforward:
“People need to realize that medicine has changed
drastically. Being a doctor does not mean having a nice
car and going to nice restaurants. The truth is that as
a physician, you work with people at the lowest points
of their lives. When someone is in the hospital, they’re
vulnerable. People bleed, people throw up on you,
people have explosive or bloody diarrhea. Working
with patients is not always a clean job. It’s not your

Looking ahead, I ask what new goals or projects she
is planning to pursue in the future. “I sometimes
find myself missing my roots. Last week I went
to a Dominican Medical Association health fair in
Washington Heights. It made me realize how much I
miss working with the Spanish-speaking population,
with minorities. I miss the very basic gratitude and
appreciation that I feel when I work with them. Very
basic things, but they are important. So my goal is
to really work with my community, either through
volunteering, working on education and prevention, or
opening a clinic.” Dr. Peña has given talks on nutrition
and health issues in local libraries in Flushing, East
Elmhurst, and Corona.
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typical office job. You’re in the trenches with that
person. People need to realize that medicine is there
to serve people. You can’t have it easy. People trust
you with their lives. Patients trust you with everything
and anything; they will tell you things that they haven’t
even told their priest or pastor. So you should be
doing it for the right reason. Not for prestige or for
money, but do it for true love. If it is your true passion,
nothing can stop you.
“It’s also important not to forget your roots. Following
the American dream and embracing the American
beliefs and ideals that lead to success doesn’t mean
that you have to abandon the customs and traditions
that you learned while growing up at home. True
success is when you are able to embrace both.
When some people achieve financial or professional
stature, they can sometimes seek to disassociate
themselves from their culture in hopes of creating a
new identity. Unfortunately, I know people who are
Dominican, but because they want to be considered
‘classy,’ they no longer choose to participate in our
unique customs and culture—for example: merengue,
bachata, fried plantains, and so on—in fear of falling
into a stereotype that others have placed on us,
particularly, that these things are associated with lower
socioeconomic levels. Our upbeat music and unique
dishes are part of what characterizes our Dominican
history and folklore—not a reflection of our financial
status. While it is true that as we diversify our social
circles and interact with friends and colleagues of
different cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, we
are more likely to acquire different cultural tastes and
practices. However, we should never undermine our
own. It is important not to forget who you are. I never
deny my roots. I think we should be more proud. I
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want to give our population a new identity, while at
the same time never forgetting the traditions of our
beautiful Quisqueya.
“I can definitely relate to the fact that as immigrants
or children of immigrants, we face many challenges
that make it harder to achieve our dreams. Therefore,
when we do make it to the top—we are very proud,
and rightfully so. I am the first to agree that you should
never minimize your accomplishments and you should
definitely be proud. However, instead of turning our
backs to a culture that sometimes reminds us of the
strife and hardships that we once endured, let us give
back and be a role model so that more people can
join us and enjoy the view from the top. Lastly, no
matter how great you become, God is always greater
and all that I am is thanks to my Creator.”

Kindergarten Graduation

High School Graduation

Medical School Graduation

Taking her first steps with her mom

Family portrait for her medical school graduation

Poster presentation at medical conference in Texas

Having dinner with her mother after medical
school graduation

Interviewed for the NSLIJ “Focus on Health”
TV show

Volunteering at a health fair
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Pedro Rivera

The Autobiography of
Malcolm X provided a deep
source of inspiration. “I
wanted to do something
related to what this guy was
talking about. His life… is a
life of transformations… His
honesty was contagious,
the ruthlessness of the truth
that he spoke, no matter
who it hurt, even if it cost
him his life... I completely
fell in love with that.”
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Pedro R. Rivera (HIST/Black Studies)
received an A.A. in Liberal Ar ts from
Hostos Community College in 2002.
He also graduated magna cum laude
from The City College of New York
in 2005 and was awarded the History
Department’s Cromwell Award. He went
on to complete his PhD in History at
Howard University and is now Assistant
Professor in Latin American History in
the Department of Social and Behavioral
Sciences at Savannah State University.
His disser tation, entitled “Carlos Cooks and Garveyism: Bridging Two Eras
of Black Nationalism,” which he is currently revising for publication, is a
biographical narrative examining the life, times, and work of a Dominicanborn Pan-African organizer who promoted the ideas of Marcus Garvey in
Harlem in the period between the New Negro and Black Power movements.
We had a fascinating conversation about the intellectual trajectory that took
him there, its significance for the Dominican community, and vice versa.
Professor Rivera was born in Puer to Plata and raised there, with yearly trips
to El Seibo. Visits to extended family in the surrounding areas (he notes
that in Dominican culture, “There’s no such thing as a half-brother or a
distant uncle”) were a formative influence on him. “Almost every summer I
traveled back and for th through long stretches of the Dominican territory,
from the Nor th to the East, cruising through some par ts of the South.” He
came to New York in 1994, at the age of 16. The experience of living in
the U.S. opened Rivera’s eyes to a different dimension of blackness—the
concepts of building community based on skin color and using identity in a
political way. While he emphasizes that he and his family and friends in the
DR considered themselves black, and alludes in passing to the rich catalog of
Dominican folk and popular songs (among the latter, he cites a song by Los
Hermanos Rosarios) praising blackness, e.g., in a loved one, as well as the
folk wisdom concerning the health benefits of black skin, Rivera notes that
coming to America enriched his understanding of the political implications
of embracing black identity. “I knew that I was black before I came here, but

it was in the United States that I realized that you can
change society using your identity in a very par ticular
way because that is the history of this par ticular
context. I discovered the uses of my blackness as I
discovered Malcolm X and then Carlos Cooks. I had
to realize my own personal journey within that.” The
journey eventually led Professor Rivera to the study
of the African diaspora and migrations as par t of an
effor t to place Dominican history within the context of
that diaspora, but began with him studying computer
programming at LaGuardia Community College.
“I remember that there was this giant picture of
Malcolm X right in the middle of the lobby when you
come into LaGuardia Community College.” About a
month before Rivera dropped out of LaGuardia, the
iconic picture of Malcolm X with his index finger raised
made Rivera “decide to go to the library and find out
who this guy with the glasses is.” The Autobiography
of Malcolm X provided a deep source of inspiration. “I
wanted to do something related to what this guy was
talking about. His life… is a life of transformations…
His honesty was contagious, the ruthlessness of the
truth that he spoke, no matter who it hur t, even if it
cost him his life...I completely fell in love with that.”
While becoming energized by the story of what
became the Black Power movement, Rivera was deeply
conscious also of his own Caribbean identity. “I always
realized that in addition to my par taking of this African
diaspora identity, I felt Dominican at the same time. As
a Latino, I wanted to see what Malcolm X said about
Latin America.” He remembers the exact passage in
Rosemari Mealy’s book Fidel and Malcolm X: Memories
of a Meeting that set the course of his research: Mealy’s
asser tion that the Pan-Africanism of Malcolm X’s late

period was inspired by a Dominican Garveyite named
Carlos Cooks. “I was electrified like a Christmas tree,”
Rivera recalls. Soon afterward, he enrolled at Hostos
Community College in the Bronx, after which he
switched to the City of College of New York. “I was
on a mission,” he says. Encounters with thinkers such
as Venus Green, Gerardo Renique, David Johnson, and
Leonard Jeffries fur ther stimulated his interest in using
knowledge to fight oppression.
When Dr. Rivera graduated from CCNY, SUNY Stony
Brook offered him a scholarship, but he waited to see if
he had been admitted to Howard University as hoped.
Watching a documentary on the African Burial Ground
project and Howard’s role in it had made a powerful
impression on him. In the end, he got into Howard with
full funding.
Throughout his academic work so far, Rivera has sought
to share with others the liberating effect of embracing
one’s African past. “From Hostos to CCNY to Howard,
all I had on my mind was Malcolm X and Carlos Cooks.
I wanted, because of my newfound ideas of how to
use my identity, to open the eyes of people in my
community to how they can use that identity. That is
par t of my whole agenda.”
A Pan-African unity that crosses national boundaries,
formed through a shared past of oppression, is one
of the most impor tant lessons to be drawn from
the work of Marcus Garvey and Carlos Cooks,
Rivera states. “The Dominican Republic is formed
and transformed by immigrants of African descent…
It is ‘one of the most Caribbean countries of the
Caribbean,’ to use the phrase of one historian. We
have many reasons to feel part of the entire region
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without giving up our Dominican-ness. The illusion of
nationalism is very powerful. But we share a destiny
with Haiti and we are also African-Americans in some
ways. So we are par t of this great community.” The life
of Carlos Cooks, whose parents came from St. Martin
to the Dominican Republic, and who spent much of his
life living in Harlem, where he preached the doctrine of
“Back to Africa”—in a more literal sense than originally
used by Garvey himself, Rivera notes—embodies this
truth. Cooks, Rivera underscores, “was never affected
by micro-nationalist demons.” For Garvey, as well, the
principle, based in historical fact, that “ultimately, we are
all Africans” was crucial. “One of the reasons the Black
Star Line [the shipping line incorporated by Garvey]
existed was not to carry people back to Africa but to
connect them in a commercial network” extending
from Liberia to Costa Rica and Jamaica; the project thus
joined together two threads in Garvey’s philosophy:
racial solidarity and self-determination. Rivera cites
Garvey’s idea of rewarding black women for wearing
their natural hair with pride as another important
notion that was ahead of its time.
In addition to developing his dissertation into a book,
Professor Rivera is currently working on the topic of
the mulatto racial category in the Dominican Republic.
He sees this as par t of a larger project of showing
a more complete picture of the Dominican legacy,
overcoming stereotypes and caricatures in order to
affirm Dominicans’ right to create their own identity
and their pride in having historically done just that.
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Riding and visiting with family (aunt, cousins) in El
Cafe, Puerto Plata

Pedrin

In the Virgin Islands, visiting with former associates
of Carlos Cooks

PhD graduation in May 2012, pictured with his father
and mother (in red) and other members of the family

Graduate student at Howard, pictured at
the Washington Monument in May 2007

PhD graduation in 2012, with father (left) and uncle

June 23, 2008, Libation

Hood ceremony, Howard University,
May 2012

June 23, 2008, Libation
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Ana-Ofelia Rodriguez

“You have to take one
challenge at a time. But you
never give up on any of the
challenges that are presented
to you. You have to face
it, you have to deal with it.
You can’t run away from the
challenge. If you could help
one family, one child, you are
on the road to making our
environment and our society
move forward.”

Ana-Ofelia Rodriguez received a BA
in French from City College in 1975,
after which she earned her MA from
the University of Seville. She then did a
PhD in 19th century Spanish literature
at Washington University, in which her
analysis focused on the novel La Regenta
by Leopoldo Alas y Ureña, known by his
pseudonym “Clarín.” For nearly two decades
now, Rodriguez has worked at Broadway
Housing Communities, helping families meet
their housing and education needs.
“I’m second-generation Dominican. My mother’s parents are immigrants from
St. Martin and Guadalupe and my father’s from Tortola. We had an obligation to
ensure that the culture of our ancestors was maintained and respected. The vehicle
was education. My grandparents immigrated to make a better life for my mother
and her siblings. So did my father’s mother. It was all about looking for a better
future for their children and that is the quest of all immigrants. They came to San
Pedro to the sugarcane industry. I then came to New York City to go to college.
“The work I’ve been doing for the last 18 years has been in supportive housing.
My experience as a Dominican has helped me to give guidance to people who
live in Washington Heights and West Harlem, to guide them through what
they need to do for housing and education for their children. There are always
roadblocks, but they have to keep trying and make it work, to keep moving
forward, not to fall behind. There’s no end to the work we are doing in the
community. New people show up every day. Once you help a family understand
how to navigate the public education system–by the time you help one family, ten
other families are coming with children losing out because they are coming at a
later stage in their lives and they have to now face the challenges of not speaking
a foreign language and not knowing how to go about getting their lives stabilized.
“There are three groups I work with—there is a group of artists from the
generation of the 1980s who I work closely with. My role is to open up new
doors for them to exhibit their art and become part of the New York art scene.
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That’s one thing I have been working on for the past
16 years. I have found that the challenges I thought I
would find with artists are not really there. People want
to create work but need a place to show it. I was able
to convince my employer to open up public spaces
so art could flourish in our buildings. I was able to do
so because I knew a lot of Dominican artists. So they
have been my pillar. It has been a learning curve in both
directions: they learn with me there are places they can
go to and really focus on art, meet artists, meet venues.
As I meet artists, the door doesn’t only open for me
but for them. Most of the artists believe I’m providing
a service to them but actually they have enriched my
life. For some of them, I have seen a growth in the
last ten years that even they themselves wonder how
they got where they are today, knowing people from
other communities and being invited to showcase their
art. One part of advocacy is advocating for the arts
and artists from our community. The center of that is
Dominican artists from New York. I want to work with
Dominican artists that live here and don’t have a chance
to showcase in the Dominican Republic, because they
have been forgotten by the Dominican Republic, but
we have a vibrant community here and I am proud that
there are institutions that opened up recently to try to
address that. These institutions are not Dominican but
they are really focusing on Latino art. It’s giving to the
community but receiving from the community, it’s not a
one-way gift. I give the artists space, introduce them, give
them a chance to network, but they bring beauty into
the buildings in which I work.
The other group is Dominican families and children. My
focus is education—helping parents navigate through
the educational system. Trying to convince them that the
future of their children is in their hands, not necessarily

the teachers’ and the school system’s. Parents cannot
be absent. One thing we did in our agency is that we
created an after school program without any money.
Just bringing in children of the families living around our
building. 99.9% of them are Dominican children. So we
work with the parents to teach them how to become
advocates for their own children.”
The third component of Rodriguez’s work is: “creating
a very inviting space where people from different
educational backgrounds can come together and have an
earnest conversation about the state of their community.
About what’s happening in the community. The space has
to be inviting and safe. That comes about in the spaces
we call community galleries. We have two community
galleries. There’s always art in the galleries and always a
conversation among groups in the gallery. The topic can
be controversial, but it doesn’t have to be. The idea is for
people seeking what the future is holding for them to
have a place where they can connect with other people.
“Art, education, culture. Through those three venues, you
bring people together and create a healthy community. It
has become a way of life. It has solidified. It was always in
me but now is solidified. Art, education—housing (how
to keep housing) is part of education—and culture.
Those are three elements that can help a person or
family really release themselves from all the burden that
poverty brings with it.”
Rodriguez elucidates the connection between her
academic background and her work in the community
with precision. “I studied a particular novelist from the
period called realism. The underlying theme of the novel
was social degradation, dehumanization. How a human
being could degrade to its minimum element. What
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are the forces around him or her in the environment.
Witnessing how the degradation happens. I saw that in
New York. With the infamous drug trade and calamity
that overtook the Dominican community in the 80s and
early 1990s, particularly Washington Heights. I saw total
social degradation. A society that was being built on the
drug trade, and a very charged criminal atmosphere,
where people in the neighborhood didn’t want to go
out. I’m from Brooklyn, not Washington Heights. Like
many other Dominicans who have gone to school,
including Ramona Hernández and Anthony StevensAcevedo, I came to Washington Heights and it was quite
troubling to hear across the US about the devastation
taking place in Washington Heights. Individually, everyone
was asking, what can I do to help? I came and stayed like
all the other people stayed. We were looking to stabilize
our community. I was not an immigrant that came from
the Dominican Republic. I was a Dominican immigrant
reading horrible things about Dominicans every day in
the newspaper and how could we help that? It tied in
with my thesis, about the degradation of mankind. I knew
people who grew up in very pristine homes with values
and morals and they became degraded and succumbed
to the most minimal aspect of a human being, because
of the influence of drugs and the instant gratification
that they could get with money coming from the drug
trade. That was what my studies were all about, that this
happens and it continues to happen. My work today is
shaped by that. I will never allow that to happen before
me. The degradation of man.
“Darwin’s theory, in the 1860s was the ascension, the
evolution of man. But the writers of late nineteenth
century realism and naturalism saw the involution of
man. The psychological descent to the minimum of a
human being, becoming almost an animal, and that’s
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what I saw with the drug trade. That’s why I came to
Washington Heights.”
Rodriguez tells me about the challenges that she
faces on a daily basis. “One challenge is working with
families that are raising children and they are children
themselves. Where their level of education is so low
that they don’t understand you when you tell them
they have to be present in school. The educational
system is not the parent of the child. They have to
navigate this. How easy it is for some parents to throw
their arms up. In that respect I find it difficult to work
with some nonprofit organizations that work with
children and use labels that are really offensive, that
hold back the children they’re trying to save—’atrisk youth,’ ‘youth on the road to nowhere,’ ‘youth
without foundation.’ When you tell a child he is at risk
with no foundation and going nowhere, maybe I could
write a beautiful proposal and convince somebody
who feels guilty to give me money. But some children
can become very complacent. ‘Oh, I’m a youth at risk.
I don’t have a future, there’s nothing for me, so why
should I do anything? Somebody’s going to put me
in a program, give me a snack, let me play.’ Each year
they put out a proposal, but it never seems to help
because the proposals keep being generated year after
year. Because the child is convinced that he will never
amount to anything. The terms have to be uplifted.
‘A youth on his way to achieve the gift of a lifetime.’
Something like that. If we continue to put down
our youth—and that happens daily because of the
competition for the small amount of funding—we are
blasting our children off the face of the ear th by telling
them they’re no good. I can save you by getting some
rich person to give me money. So that’s one of my
challenges and my biggest frustration.

“You want to sustain a child in the journey upward
but they keep reading about these proposals written
about them, where they are portrayed as insignificant
human beings that don’t amount, and will never amount,
to anything.”
Finally, I ask how her perspective has changed since
she began working at BHC, and what people not
working as advocates can do to help. “My perspective
is that you can’t save the world. You have to take one
challenge at a time. But you never give up on any of the
challenges that are presented to you. You have to face
it, you have to deal with it. You can’t run away from the
challenge. If you could help one family, one child, you
are on the road to making our environment and our
society move forward.
“There are a lot of very resilient people in our
community. Not everyone has the inspiration to be
an advocate but there are those who have means
of helping the advocacy work. I believe that in our
midst there are folks that could help sustain some
of the organizations that exist that are going under.
But we believe because of where we came from that
government is responsible for everything, and it’s not
true. We are responsible for one another. Sometimes
you cannot take a child to a museum or theater, but you
could help make donations to the groups that could
do that. You could volunteer and help out two hours a
week in a school or a non-profit. These are our children
and we should help them. We should be the ones
helping them. We should become that village.”
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A Tribute to Juan Bosch at Casa de España in 1991

A Tribute to Juan Bosch at Casa de España in 1991

World Bank consultation with Dominican community leaders in 2013 at CUNY DSI

Collecting Dominican Music in America event at BHC in 2013

Mujer Dominicana en Nueva York outdoor reception in 2008

Broadway Housing Communities 30th Anniversary in 2013
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Rosita Romero

“I try to encourage people
to just follow their dreams,
passions, to be more active,
to be agents of change. We
all have a purpose in life, we
all have this ability to change
the world, so let’s do that.
Let’s improve this world,
leave it in a better condition
than how we found it.”

Rosita M. Romero is Executive
Director of the Dominican Women’s
Development Center (DWDC), a
non-profit organization located in
Washington Heights. On October 6,
1988, Ms. Romero, together with eight
other Dominican women, founded
the DWDC. As the DWDC website
states, Romero and her co-founders
“identified the need for Latinas to
organize around critical issues and seek
solutions to systemic problems affecting
their families and community, such as sexism and discrimination, high housing
costs, low-achieving schools, high dropout rates, limited access to health
care services, attacks on reproductive rights, high teenage pregnancy, and
high poverty rates.” The Center’s stated mission is “to aid in the growth
and development of our self-esteem by affirming our identity and solidarity
through multicultural and holistic social services as well as with the provision
of educational, economic and cultural development programming.”
In our phone conversation, Ms. Romero offers a rich, multidimensional
perspective on her Dominican identity. “First of all I am very proud of my
Dominican roots and being Dominican takes me back to the home where I
grew up in the Dominican Republic. It was a working class family household
in a relatively poor neighborhood, Ensanche Espaillat, in the city of Santo
Domingo. When you’re growing up in a city like that, there’s a time in your
life when you realize that that small neighborhood is part of a larger world.
When I think about my connection to the larger world, I think I can fit into
that because I had a happy childhood. I had this feeling ‘I am Dominican,’
knowing where I came from, and feeling ready to fit into the larger world.
And then at one point after being a little bit more educated I realized some
things that really influenced my world outlook so much: that I am Dominican,
and we have a very rich heritage made up of the influences of the Taíno
indigenous people, the Africans that were brought as slaves to the Dominican
Republic, and the Spaniards who conquered our country. We are the product
of that mix. That means that our culture is very rich. It also means that I feel
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connected to those three cultures very strongly. It
means that sometimes I visualize myself walking on the
streets of Africa, sometimes on the streets of Spain,
or sometimes bathing in a river with the native people.
And there’s something about accepting your influences
about who you are that helps you become those
people. You can visually picture yourself belonging to
those three areas. When you do that, you feel you can
fit anywhere. In the Dominican Republic you learn the
national anthem, the colors of the flag, your history.
They instill in you a sense of patriotism and pride in
who you are. That gives me the confidence of feeling
that I can walk into any country, I can speak to anybody
else from the rest of the world because I also have a
country that I come from that I can be proud of. For
example if Swedish people are proud of their heritage
and country, so am I, the Swedes did what they had to
do, and we did what we had to do, too.
“The other way it helps my approach to my work is that
being Dominican, we take pride in being independent.
We celebrate our war of independence. In my work
I take a lot of pride in being independent, running an
independent organization created within the community,
by the community. We believe in cooperation, not
extinction. We want to remain strong, and that comes
from the perspective of being Dominican and the belief
that it’s better to be independent.”
Romero cites her grandmother as a strong influence
on her. “Her name was Bartola Ortiz. She always said
that I was very intelligent, she saw charisma in me, she
always made me smile, applauded a lot of my actions,
and that gave me an increased level of self-confidence.
Early on, I realized that I had a happy childhood, loving
parents, brothers and sisters, cousins, and friends that
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were great playmates. It prepared me to approach the
world with courage, confidence, and joy.”
Looking back on those carefree times, Romero sees
hints of her future activism in the character of her
childhood self. “I started seeing gender inequality from
the time when I was child. I believe that I became aware
of being a feminist when I was 10 years old. One day I
told my mom, ‘Mom, why do you always serve Dad his
meals separate, give him the best part of the meat, and
give the children less food and the worse parts?’ My
mother said ‘Because, that’s how you serve men.’ I said,
‘It’s not fair, I want to be served like my father.’ It was a
child’s perspective. Later, I realized that children need
less food, but at that time I questioned the different
treatment.” This quest for answers, and for justice, has
remained crucial to Romero’s further trajectory.
Romero’s immigration experience was, she says, “very
similar to that of millions of other Dominicans.” She
went to Puerto Rico in 1973, and lived there for six
years, before coming to the US. After a couple of
months in New York, she then went to the University
of New Haven in Connecticut to study.
“In college at the University of Puerto Rico I took a
philosophy class. The professor was talking about the
philosopher Schopenhauer, who said that women are
animals with long hair and short ideas. That bothered
me so much and I told the professor that I disagreed,
that women have many good ideas. The professor
said I argued so passionately that he recommended I
join an off-campus women’s organization, called Mujer
Integrate Ahora (MIA). I called and went to their office
space and joined the group. I started collaborating
on their newsletter and reading about feminism and

women’s perspectives, and I thought it was exciting. I
wanted to help women improve their role in society.
I want to be one of those women who prove that
women can be as intelligent as men. Working for this
mission makes me so happy, brings me so much joy.
It makes me feel really good, feeling that that’s my
purpose in life. Getting together with other women
who had similar missions is what led to the creation of
the Dominican Women’s Development Center.”
Romero co-founded several other Dominican women’s
organizations prior to the DWDC, but none lasted, due
to internal tensions. “The other Dominican women’s
organizations disappeared because of division and
internal arguments and those organizations were never
able to get any funding or space or establish themselves
in the community. However, intellectually and
emotionally, they prepared me to create the DWDC.
I learned how to run meetings, develop an agenda,
develop by-laws, write proposals, and deal with the
technical aspects of running an organization.
“Raising funds for an organization is very challenging.
There are budget cuts and other problems to deal with.
Society does not have a lot of confidence in a group of
Dominican or Latina women of color; sometimes being
a woman of color can be challenging because you’re
not always respected for the work you do. You have to
work harder, try harder. It can be a challenge. The most
rewarding part is when the families that we serve give
us a smile to thank us for what we have done. When
they tell us: ‘You really changed my life’ or ‘Thank you
so much for having helped me.’ People like the idea of
our organization. We continue to grow. We started
with nothing. Right now we have a fairly decent budget.
We keep growing, growing, growing. “

Romero’s work continually drives her to acquire new
skills. “I have become a very good proposal writer;
I have become good at negotiating contracts with
the city, better at public relations, and being able to
take advantage of opportunities that come our way.
You have to have a go-getter kind of attitude so you
can move when the opportunity presents itself. You
have to be able to grab it. One of the changes is that
at the beginning, I didn’t have a clear perspective on
what we wanted. We started brainstorming, we asked
women. One thing I take pride in is that I am able to
incorporate the ideas of people around me into my
work. In a way that makes us all bigger and better. I
might be working with people who have ideas I never
thought about and if I include those ideas it makes us
all look good. At the beginning I wasn’t sure where I
was going and now I have a clearer idea of how the
organization can grow. It’s something you develop with
experience. You learn to fine tune what you want in
life. You’re able to visualize more and be realistic about
what you can and cannot do.”
I ask Romero what achievements she is proudest of.
“There are three accomplishments that stand out—the
first and second are two wonderful children I’ve raised
who I’m very proud of and love very much. The third
is having been a part of creating an organization with
long-lasting, deep roots in the community, with solid
infrastructure, that we know is going to stay around for
hundreds of years.”
In a dynamic cycle of good will, Romero’s dedication to
her work inspires others, who continue to inspire her to
persevere and do more for the community. “Something
I really like about myself is that I am passionate about
things, I work hard for what I want and I usually get
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it. Right now the organization is planning to open a
daycare center in 2015. We’ve been talking about it
for 20 years. I am persistent. I love to persevere. We
are creating a day care center servicing 106 children.
Another project is buying a building by January 2016.
These are things we are able to accomplish because of
the support I have, because of the board of directors,
my staff, my family, all the people that believe in me.
That’s the gas that gets me going. It means not even
thinking that I am going to disappoint them. No. I am
going to do what I believe I can do and what people
believe I can do. I am overly optimistic in that sense. If
people think I can do something, I believe those people
and go ahead and do it. At the same time I encourage,
inspire, and push a lot of people to do things. I try to
encourage people to just follow their dreams, passions,
to be more active, to be agents of change. We all have
a purpose in life, we all have this ability to change the
world, so let’s do that. Let’s improve this world, leave it
in a better condition than how we found it.”

76

CUNY DOMINICAN STUDIES INSTITUTE

Rosita Romero, 15 years old

Rosita Romero, 27 years old

Rosita Romero, PRFI

Wedding

Romero with her husband and young
children

With her children in middle school

Rosita Romero, NYWF

Bartola Ortiz, grandmother of Romero
and an important influence

With Ana Oliveira & Abigail Disney at the DWDC
25th Anniversary Celebration Gala Dinner
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Faviola Soto

“As a Dominican woman,
I try to treat everybody the
same. My patience extends
to everybody, to society
as a group, including the
mentally ill, the homeless.
My spectrum of sympathy
extends much further
because Dominicans look
like everybody. We are
everybody.”
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Judge Faviola Soto, the first Dominican
judge in New York and the first Hispanic
to sit in the Court of Claims, was born
and raised in Hamilton Heights. Her
parents, Ana and Rafael, were born in
the Dominican Republic and emigrated
to New York City in the late 1940s:
Ana to escape the dictator Trujillo and
Rafael brought at age 14 by his mother,
who was escaping domestic violence.
Ana and Rafael met in New York as
workers in the garment district and
married after he returned from his service in the Army during the Korean
War. Judge Soto attended schools in the New York City public school
system, graduating from George Washington High School in 1970. She
received her B.A. degree from the City College of New York in 1975, with
a major in Economics and a minor in Mathematics. Judge Soto received a
full scholarship and obtained her law degree from New York Law School in
1978. She was admitted to the Bar of the State of New York in March 1979.
Judge Soto began working at Bronx Legal Services in 1978, providing free
legal services to indigents. She entered into private practice in 1980 and
continued as a solo practitioner in 1982, running a general civil and criminal
practice in Manhattan and the Bronx. During that time she also presided
over Child Support cases as a Hearing Examiner in Family Court. For
almost ten years she specialized in the areas of Family Court working as
an 18B attorney. In 1993 she was selected to run for a judgeship in the 7th
Municipal District, which is composed of Hamilton Heights, Washington
Heights and Inwood, and was elected to the Civil Court of the City of
New York. She was re-elected in 2003, serving until 2006; she also served
as Acting Justice on the Supreme Court of New York County, appointed
by Chief Administrative Judge Jonathan Lippman, from 2002 to 2006; and
has served on the New York State Court of Claims, to which she was
appointed by Governor George Pataki, since 2006. Justice Soto is the
proud mother of six children and grandmother of seven grandchildren.

Judge Soto believes her Dominican background has
been an important strength throughout the course
of her professional development and continues to
do so now, both in making a contribution to positive
changes in public perception of the justice system
and also through her own ability to empathize with
others. “When I first became a judge I was assigned to
criminal court, so I think I was put there by the court
system based on the fact that I was Dominican and it
allowed a lot of the defendants and the people who
use the criminal court system to see somebody on
the bench that actually looked like them, that knew
their language, that had a familiar-sounding name,
and I thought that gave a lot more credence to the
court system because the judges should look like the
population that they’re actually serving.
“As a Dominican woman, I try to treat everybody the
same. My patience extends to everybody, to society
as a group, including the mentally ill, the homeless. My
spectrum of sympathy extends much further because
Dominicans look like everybody. We are everybody.”
The evolving Dominican experience in the US and
the changing self-definition of Dominican identity
have naturally shaped her personal history in some
interesting ways, Judge Soto revealed.

“If you were a white Dominican, you were considered
Puerto Rican. If you were dark Dominican, you were
considered African-American. I have two sisters who
are much lighter than I am, so they were Puerto Rican
and I was African-American. It wasn’t until I got older
and the community became more Dominican that I
felt more camaraderie with my community and really
felt I was a part of something.”
Asked what advice she might offer young people
in the community who look up to her as a role
model, particularly to those interested in making a
difference, Soto is unhesitant in her reply.”I believe
that education is the key. If it had not been for City
College, I might not be in the position I am now. I
grew up a few blocks from City College. I remember
seeing people get out at the 137th St. train station
going to this institution of higher learning and
dreaming about being a student there one day. I
remember going to school and not having to worry
about tuition or even car fare since I could walk to
school every day. And I’m just so grateful for the
opportunity and I think young people should take
every opportunity they can to educate themselves, to
study hard, to not waste time. Every day counts, and
that’s how I live my life, still today.”

“I was raised by a single mother. My parents met each
other in the United States. My mother came from
Altamira and my father came from Barahona. So I
don’t think they would have met if they hadn’t come
to the US. They met in the garment industry. I started
working as a child, from 12 years old, cutting little
threads for dresses, going with my mom to work.
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Judge Soto being introduced to the Dominican community by assemblyman Guillermo Linares in 1993

Judge Soto as a young practitioner in her
Harlem office

Judge Soto in her court room in the Court of Claims
in the New York District

Judge Soto with then Mayor Michael Bloomberg at
the Dominican Cultural Heritage reception in 2004

Judge Soto lecturing at her alma mater,
New York Law School

With the NY Dominican Officers Organization and
the Chief of the Dominican National Police

Judge Soto swearing in Latina women, Mana, the New
York City Chapter

Judge Soto partaking in one of her favorite
pastimes: dancing

Judge Soto presiding over weddings of her dearest
friends and family
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Angelina Tallaj

“I love playing Caribbean
music, and Latin American
pieces generally. I feel
they are closer to my
heart. Now that I am
an ethnomusicologist, I
feel I understand where
Caribbean rhythms come
from. I really, really enjoy
that music, its syncopation.”

Born in Santiago, Angelina Tallaj
displayed a natural talent for music at an
early age, performing extensively and
winning many awards and competitions.
Tallaj earned her Bachelor’s and Master’s
degrees from Brooklyn College, studying
with Michael Rogers and Germán
Diez. She recently completed a PhD in
Ethnomusicology at the City University
of New York Graduate Center, where
she was a recipient of the Presidential
MAGNET fellowship. Tallaj is currently
Visiting Assistant Professor at Franklin & Marshall College.
A concert pianist who has played with the Kingsborough Symphony
Orchestra, the Cibao Symphony Orchestra, and The Orchestra Celebrate!
at Lincoln Center, among others, Tallaj enjoys performing the music of
Latin America in addition to the traditional classical piano repertoire. As an
ethnomusicologist, she has presented her research at many conferences on
Dominican and Latin American music.
Professor Tallaj spoke to me about the central role of her Dominican
heritage in her work. “My academic work and interests have been highly
influenced by the fact that I am Dominican. In my work, I usually study my
own identity to study changes in Dominican identity at large. I study my
own migration and the changes I went through when I went to New York
City and use this experience to theorize larger shifts and patterns. I’m
usually both scholar and subject in my work. If I hadn’t been Dominican, I
don’t even know if I’d be doing what I do. I’m very interested in Dominican
music because that’s what I grew up listening to. I was mostly trained in
classical music but there was always this other world out there. I would
go to the conservatory and play my classical piano but at the same time
there was this other world of TV, popular culture, and popular music
such as merengue. In some ways, before starting the PhD I was already
knowledgeable about Dominican music because I lived the merengue shifts
from the 70s through the 90s. When it was time for me to pursue a PhD, I
realized that I knew more than I thought.”
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Tallaj’s musical and intellectual curiosity began
developing and branching out in different directions
at an early age, shaped by some important influences.
“First, there was my piano teacher. I started playing
piano at seven, and my piano teacher became like a
second mom to me and really taught me to love music.
If I had had a different teacher, I might not have come
to love music the way I did. At the same time that I
was being trained in classical music and grew to love
it, in my home I was always listening to merengue and
bachata. The women who cooked and cleaned in my
home taught me about this other music, outside my
bubble as an upper middle class Dominican. I used
to go to the kitchen and see them cook and listen to
bachata. I knew I wasn’t supposed to listen to that
music but I loved it. They really influenced me.”
Tallaj’s interest in the folk cultures and beliefs of her
native land, another important research area for her,
developed at the same time. “Another major influence
was my father, who was a member of the anti-Trujillo
forces. He was always into justice. He used to be very
interested in lower class Dominicans and as a doctor,
he always brought home stories about superstitions and
how Dominican beliefs got in the way of medical care,
because they believed in the evil eye, or tried to cure
by other means. I always knew that there was this other
world of folk religion. Those things were very influential
for me. I was always aware that there were other
things, other Dominican cultures that I wasn’t being
taught about in school. They seemed very interesting
to me but I never had much opportunity to learn about
them until I started my PhD and research agenda.”
How did she set her sights on a PhD and choose
her topic? “I always knew that I would want to do a
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doctorate. Both my parents were always reading and
really valued intellectual activity. Both of them went
back to school in their 40s. My dad was a doctor but
when I was in high school, he decided to do a degree
in economics. I saw a PhD as the ultimate intellectual
experience. I knew I wanted to do that but my whole
lifestyle was as a pianist. I spent hours and hours of
practicing, from the time I was seven until I decided
to do my PhD, in 2005. The real turn for me was
when I was at Brooklyn College doing my Master’s
in Piano Performance and one professor, Professor
Carrasquillo, gave me a book about Dominican Vudú. I
started taking anthropology courses. By 2005 I had an
increasing interest in anthropology but also music. The
obvious choice was ethnomusicology. When I started
ethnomusicology I knew I wanted to do research in
the Dominican Republic, but had no idea what. Little
by little I began reading, going home, going to some
ceremonies, and opening my eyes to experiencing the
culture helped me narrow my topic.”
I ask Tallaj to explain how music cultures express
race and ethnicity. “Through sounds, instruments,
melodies, dance moves. When the Dominican
merengue incorporates drums or syncopation or calland-response, the music ties us to an African past and
creates a new Dominican ethnicity.”
She goes on to talk about how her research deals with
the dynamics of Dominican identity. “One thing that
my research tries to prove is that Dominican identity
is transnational. Dominicans are feeling and getting
closer to other African diasporic groups. I use music to
prove that Dominican identity is Africanizing in some
ways, getting closer to African roots. Another thing we
learn from my research is that although a lot of people

attribute a denial of blackness to Dominicans—that’s
how they are portrayed in social science academic
writings—I try to prove that Dominicans embody
blackness as opposed to verbally articulating it. They
perform blackness through dance, movement, and
music as opposed to declaring it. Although I argue
that Dominican identity is Africanizing and Dominican
music is getting closer to black genres of music, I have
yet to confirm whether the Dominican Republic has
moved closer to an acceptance of black identity that will
translate into verbal affirmations of black pride. I have
yet to see the answer to that question in years to come.”
Tallaj’s current project explores an intriguing subject. “I
am working on getting an article ready for publication.
This article discusses the way Dominicans are
celebrating Vudú ceremonies in music clubs, and the
shifting balance between private and public Dominican
identities.” The next topic she plans to pursue promises
to break new ground in the study of Dominican popular
culture. “For the future, I would like to work on the
ways in which Dominican culture is becoming more
accepting of homosexuality while at same time also
becoming more homophobic.”
Finally, I ask what music Tallaj enjoys playing most of all.
“I love playing Caribbean music, and Latin American
pieces generally. I feel they are closer to my heart.
Now that I am an ethnomusicologist, I feel I understand
where Caribbean rhythms come from. I really, really
enjoy that music, its syncopation.”
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With trombonist Gregory Erickson

With piano teacher German Diez
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Performing in the Dominican Republic

With PhD mentor Peter Manuel

With long-term piano student Xavier Garcia

Enriquillo Tejada

“The most important thing
is to pursue a career, it
doesn’t matter which kind,
but pursue it, focus on it
and don’t get frustrated
by anything, just go ahead
and do it. Continue with all
your love and passion. Have
passion for whatever you do.
You have to have passion.”

Enriquillo Tejada, known as the frontman
of Los Clarinetes Mágicos (The Magic
Clarinets), hails from the town of Villa
Tapia in the region of El Cibao, where
he was born in 1942. “I started learning
music at the age of nine. I grew up in El
Cibao until I was a teenager, and then I
went from there to different towns to play
as a clarinet soloist with local town bands
that played public concerts in the parks.
I finished high school in Salcedo in 1957. I
came to Santo Domingo and played in the
national police band as a clarinetist and flutist. I played in the national police
band and also at times I would play in the symphony orchestra.”
In addition to the clarinet, Tejada also plays the flute and saxophone. “I’m
not a pianist but I use the piano to make arrangements. I have composed a
couple tunes myself, but I’m more an arranger.” Tejada, in fact, composed the
anthem for UTESA, the Technological University of Santiago.
“I went to the conservatory and studied classical music. I started in Villa
Tapia, and then when I moved to Santo Domingo, I took classes at the
conservatory there and also with some other international teachers. I took
flute classes with a teacher who was extremely good. At the conservatory I
studied theory and harmony.”
Tejada came to New York “in 1965 or ’66, after the revolution.” He first
migrated to San Juan, Puerto Rico, and then to New York City. “In 1968,
when I first came to New York, I owned an orchestra by the name of my
hometown: Villa Tapia. There was a contest celebrated at the Manhattan
Center, and we won the first prize. The event was coordinated by Jose
Jimenez Belen who was the director of a very famous newspaper at that
time, Mundo Dominicano.”
“I also studied music theory and harmony at CUNY, and graduated from
The Bronx Community College. I studied accounting and got an associate
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degree.” Tejada’s passion for music has been combined
for many years with work in business, as he also has a
B.A. degree in Business.
In New York, the music of Los Clarinetes Mágicos is
much in demand. “With my band we play through
the year, we do many performances for elite people,
medical doctors, classy people. There is a mix of jazz,
bossa nova, bachata, merengue. I’ve been very careful
in choosing my musicians, they are very good. Real
professionals, all of them with huge experience. The
piano player whose name is Juan Rojas (also known as
Fortunato) and I formed a band in Santiago and used
to play jazz there so we’ve known each other a long
time and been together since then.”
Tejada’s other half is also very talented. “My wife’s
name is Janet. She is a great singer. She was actually
the one who told me, when I came to New York, that I
should continue with my band. She gave me the charge
to continue. She was the one who reinforced me to
continue doing my music here in New York. I have
a daughter who I’m very proud of, named Carolina.
She’s been around the world with Ricky Martin and
Julio Iglesias. She just graduated in arts and ballet. I’m
very, very proud of her. Besides dancing, she’s also a
painter and composer. She’s got a lot of talent. I have
a son by the name of Enrique Tejada-Burgos. He’s also
a composer. My other son, Marcos Tejada, is also very
good at painting.”
Janet Tejada, his wife, has performed in various
concerts and on television. “She used to sing at a place
called Tele Antillas for a few years. She sings in my
band Clarinetes Mágicos once in a while.”
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Carolina Tejada can be seen performing a duet with
her father on YouTube. Watching them work together
is stunning and delightful. Tejada feels he also inherited
his love of music from a parent: “My musical vein comes
from my father, even though he was not a musician. I
remember him singing with friends and he used to do a
very nice version of a song by Los Compadres, a Cuban
group. He had a nice singing voice.”
Tejada plays and enjoys listening to different types of
music. “My preference is for good music. All genres
transmit creation. Because of capabilities and training,
some musicians do better than others, but all music is
good. I like all kinds of music. But of course my most
preferred kind of music is classical, especially Mozart.”
In 2012, Enriquillo Tejada y los Clarinetes Mágicos
played at a Concert for Haitian-Dominican Friendship,
a cause close to Tejada’s heart, at the Smithsonian
Institution in Washington. “The museum was filled
with both Dominicans and Haitians. It meant a lot
for us to be there. Dominicans and Haitians were
dancing together. I was very happy to do that because
I’ve always had a lot of respect and admiration for
Haitians.” He expresses gratitude to Dr. Ramona
Hernandez, Director of the CUNY Dominican Studies
Institute, for getting him involved in that event.
“There was one other experience that was a great
success. The First Congress of Merengue, celebrated
at the Centro León in Santiago, where people of all
nationalities came to discuss the roots of merengue. Los
Clarinetes Mágicos participated and it was a very good
success because all kinds of artists were there from
different countries. The Clarinetes Mágicos introduced
our first CD Via Merengue, which was distributed to
visitors, who really enjoyed listening to it. Very nice.”

I ask him about his current and upcoming musical
projects. “Right now I am working on producing the
third album of Los Clarinetes Mágicos. I’m trying to
include bachata. I’m also planning to celebrate 30 years
with the group. I don’t know where we are going to
be doing this, but I am trying to put together a plan
where we can play in public and celebrate our 30year involvement in music. We have three or four
performances coming for high society—on November
15 in Astoria World Manor for the Dominican Medical
Association, they usually contract us for their galas,
and we are also playing November 29 for Cibao Meat
Products, also at Astoria World Manor, in Queens.”
Does Tejada have a favorite song to play ? “One is a
bachata by Juan Luis Guerra – ‘Que me des tu cariño.’
I made a special arrangement of that. I love to play that
song. Also, ‘Por amor’ by Rafael Solano.”
Enrique Tejada’s advice for young people is simple and
straight from the heart: “The most important thing
is to pursue a career, it doesn’t matter which kind,
but pursue it, focus on it and don’t get frustrated by
anything, just go ahead and do it. Continue with all
your love and passion. Have passion for whatever you
do. You have to have passion.
“Music will always be with me, no matter what,
because actually my real, real passion is music.”
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Haitian-Dominican Friendship Concert at the National Museum of Natural
History in 2012. Credit: Smithsonian Institution

Dominican Intellectual Legacy Gala in 2014

Cruise performance with Isidro Chavez, formerly of Johnny Ventura’s band and
tenor saxophonist of Los Clarinetes Mágicos

Haitian-Dominican Friendship Concert at the National Museum of Natural
History in 2012. Credit: Embassy of the D.R. in the U.S.
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Silvio Torres-Saillant

“Most people, when you see
them fighting racism, tend
to use racist schemes of
thought and racist tactics,
because they come from
a racist socialization. We
need to recover a time
before social relations were
mediated by racism: when
someone of a different race is
being nasty, I want to think of
all the possibilities to account
for their behavior: could they
be envious, angry, or just
plain mean? Human depravity
is a very rich field. You flatten
life when you reduce human
depravity to one thing.”

Born in Santiago, Silvio Torres-Saillant
is Professor of English in the College
of Arts and Sciences at Syracuse
University, where he headed the LatinoLatin American Studies Program until
2009, held the post of William P. Tolley
Distinguished Teaching Professor in the
Humanities from 2009 to 2011, and
served as Director of the Humanities
Council from 2012 to 2014. During
academic year 2005-2006 he was
the Wilbur Marvin Visiting Scholar at
Harvard University’s David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies.
Dr. Torres-Saillant is the founding director of the CUNY Dominican Studies
Institute at The City College of New York.
A renowned and prolific scholar in Caribbean Studies, Latino Studies, and
intellectual history, Torres-Saillant has published widely, including such
works as: An Intellectual History of the Caribbean (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006),
Caribbean Poetics (Cambridge University Press, 1997; Peepal Tree Press
2013), The Challenges of Public Higher Education in the Hispanic Caribbean
(Markus Wiener, 2004 [co-edited]), and El retorno de las yolas (Manati & La
Trinitaria, 1999).
A senior editor for The Oxford Encyclopedia of Latinos and Latinas in the
United States and associate editor of Latino Studies, Torres-Saillant formerly
sat on the Board of Directors of the New York Council for the Humanities
and edited the New World Studies Series at the University of Virginia
Press. He continues to serve on the University of Houston’s Recovering
the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage Project. Dr. Torres-Saillant holds a B.A.
from Brooklyn College, and an M.A. as well as a Ph.D. in Comparative
Literature from New York University.
After warning me that he could spare only half an hour, he generously
indulged me in a conversation nearly twice that length.
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“I did not start out as a Dominican Studies scholar,”
Dr. Torres-Saillant tells me. “I did not train to
become a specialist in Dominican Studies. My
training was in literature. I got a Bachelor’s degree in
Mass Communications with Minors in Comparative
Literature, English, Spanish, and Latin. I received my
degree in 1979. My large number of language and
literature credits qualified me for admission to the
Comparative Literature Department at NYU. Prior to
landing in graduate school, I completed an intensive
eleven-week summer course in Ancient Greek, offered
by the Latin/Greek Institute, a program still thriving at
the Graduate Center of the City University of New
York. The course gave you the equivalent of three
years in either Latin or Ancient Greek. A Brooklyn
College Presidential Scholarship that I had received
thanks to the support of my Latin teacher Ethyle Wolfe
enabled me to take the course. I was then primarily
interested in the study of European literatures across
the board, and my courses covered subjects such as
Modern European Literature, the Baroque in Europe,
Renaissance Literature, Arthurian Romance, and a
seminar on the Philoctetes of Sophocles.
“I discovered the Caribbean because the department
allowed us to take a couple of courses in other
academic units.” The first time Torres-Saillant
encountered the Dominican Republic as a subject in
his graduate studies was in a course on the literature
of Hispanophone Caribbean. “It proved to be a very
illuminating course. I also learned that my professor
Haydee Vitali was also well-informed about other
linguistic areas of the Caribbean. My interest in
Francophone and Anglophone areas was piqued
by her frequent references to literary works from
there.” This led to an independent study course with

90

CUNY DOMINICAN STUDIES INSTITUTE

Professor Vitali in which the young scholar interwove
the Spanish literature covered in the course with
his individual research on the Francophone and
Anglophone literatures of the Caribbean. “In my term
paper, I made a large claim: that these literatures
were inter-related and that the writers were dealing
with issues that seemed to be coming from the same
place, even though they may not have read one
another because of language borders, and so out of
that came the project that subsequently became my
doctoral thesis. I could do that in the Comparative
Literature Department because my subject met
the departmental requirement of at least three
languages in the thesis.” The Caribbean, with its rich
variety of languages, offered a fertile ground for the
comparative study of literature as taught by NYU
then. “So I became introduced to the Dominican
Republic through the Caribbean. But also, since I lived
in Washington Heights at the time, people found out
that I was a university student, and I was designated
as a smart kid, and I was invited to give lectures
before I had any credentials. So I would have to do
research to give a talk on whatever the topic was. In
the end I was able to bring together my community
experience with my university learning in such a way
that there was no contradiction. You are at NYU
reading Homer and the Italian Renaissance, and then
you go back to Washington Heights where there’s
a neighbor or relative who needs help translating a
letter that just arrived from the office of welfare or
from a menacing landlord. At first my world seemed
divided, but I learned to recognize the apparently
disparate parts as facets of the same world, and
it all came together in the end. So I became a
Dominicanist as a result of pressure. A need in the
community for people who knew things about the

community’s history and culture. So that’s how I
gained my current profile as a scholar whose work
touches many parts of the world. Basically, I started
from a standard Western literary training and then
became steeped in the Caribbean region and things
Dominican. I now see how important the Caribbean
and Hispaniola fit snugly at the core of what became
the modern world.”
I ask Dr. Torres-Saillant about people who influenced
him early in life.
“The first teachers who influenced me were my
mother and my father. He was always displaying his
learning in conversation. And she was always quoting
the Bible, especially in fights with him, using the
authority of the scriptures to put him in his place.
She would invoke the lofty biblical lexicon, words
like inicuo—iniquitous—to indict his misconduct. And
my father, who was a very erudite man, always read
even while he drank. Quoting the classics all the time,
he spoke of people centuries past as if they were
neighbors. I remember a time when my brother Tulio
brought to the house a friend who got confused when
he heard my father speak about Nicolás de Ovando,
the first governor of the ‘New World’ right after the
Columbus family, appointed by the Spanish crown in
1501. My father would refer to the historical character
using such familiar forms as ‘this fellow Ovando’ or,
when trying to retrieve the name from foggy memory,
‘what’s his name, the fellow from Extremadura,’
sounding like the way one would speak of a neighbor
or co-worker, causing Tulio’s befuddled friend to
embarrass himself by asking, ‘Did you meet him?’ My
father, of course, answered with an angry rebuke. He
would often rant about King Solomon, indicting the

ruler’s mismanagement of the empire that he had
inherited from his father David. Our exposure to our
father’s learned conversation and bookish references
made us somewhat different from our peers in the
neighborhood, giving us an early contact with the
sorts of knowledge that they would only meet later
in their schooling. When Federico Fellini’s Satyricon
first came to a movie house in Santiago, our native
city, in 1970, my sisters and I found some par ts of it
familiar, unlike the experience of other moviegoers
from the neighborhood who went to see the film.
We had the advantage that we had heard much of
Petronius, the Roman author of the ancient novel on
which Fellini based the script for his film. At home
we had heard our father numerous times retelling
the story of ‘The Lady of Ephesus,’ which Fellini’s film
captures evocatively. My father was my first teacher
through the exposure he gave me to the bodies
of knowledge I would find in school later, but my
mother was my first teacher in a more immediate
material sense, for she actually taught me my first
letters. She, the peasant woman with little formal
school, sat us down and taught us how to read and
write. Then there were the teachers who influenced
me in high school and college, many in indirect,
unobtrusive ways by merely providing a model of
people who made knowledge seem wor th pursuing.”
Dr. Torres-Saillant curiously mentions a professor of
French literature at Brooklyn College who, while not
skilled in the art of teaching, nonetheless managed
to inspire with his devotion to his subject. “He
spoke about the subject with such passion that you
figured, this must be important. Then there was Earl
Miner, a professor of English, Asian Literatures, and
Comparative Literature at Princeton whom I met in
1986 when I was accepted to participate in an NEH
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Summer Seminar on Comparative Poetics that he
was conducting. Given his expertise in the literatures
and cultures of regions that were languages, cultures,
and regions apart, Earl Miner was the ideal teacher
for me to meet at a time when I was wrestling with
the subject that I wanted to propose as a doctoral
dissertation project at NYU. Miner was totally open
to the literary and poetic systems of the world. His
Seminar gave me a concrete introduction to a wide
range of ways of saying, culturally speaking, to the
systems of literary significance that correspond to
distinct civilizations. Literary meaning occurs in its
own discrete context that you need to learn for
the aesthetic communication to happen. If you read
Dante’s Divine Comedy, you have to know some of the
basic principles and contradictions of Christianity, and
the same goes for other traditions. Literary meaning
is culturally based.”
When I ask the founding director of CUNY DSI
about the contribution that the Institute has made,
he gets right to the nitty-gritty: “One very concrete
way of judging it is by looking at the acknowledgment
pages of books on Dominican subjects that have
come out over the past fifteen years. In most cases,
they will acknowledge the Institute: the assistance
that the authors received, the research they were
able to advance because of the resources made
known or available to them by the Institute, and
the like. The knowledge of things Dominican in the
United States is clearly divisible between before
the Institute and after. Before the Institute came
around, it was difficult to find Dominicans even in
the scholarly reference books. Sometimes even the
reference Hispanic sources left us out. There are
still people who remain willfully ignorant about the
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vast amount of information currently available about
Dominicans, and you still find an occasional book
or TV documentary that prefers not to avail itself
of the existing knowledge. But the majority use to
their advantage the knowledge on the subject that
the Institute has championed. The Institute’s success
is easily discernible especially in the writings of a
new generation of scholars whose work would have
seemed unimaginable fifteen years ago.”
Torres-Saillant’s Introduction to Dominican Blackness
was originally published as a Dominican Studies
Research Monograph in 1999, reprinted multiple
times due to high demand during the first decade of
the century, and recently made available online by the
Institute in a new edition. We talk briefly about this
seminal work. “Introduction to Dominican Blackness
tries to help us move away from the simplistic
narrative of race in Dominican society that prevailed
when I began writing. It is a call to complexity. If we
want to understand anything, we have to be open
to complexity. It’s not true that one community
likes its blackness more than another. That’s just
too dumb. Even in Haiti, the beacon of dignity for
the African diaspora in the hemisphere given its
people’s epic struggle against the depravity of colonial
domination, there, too, you find the inescapable
instances of Negrophobia. In fact, the best known
work of Haitian social theory, Ainsi parla l’oncle (Thus
spoke the Uncle), was published in 1928 during the
country’s U.S. occupation by Jean-Price Mars, urging
the middle class, the ruling class, and the learned elite
to stop omitting reference to the African heritage in
their vision of the Haitian nation. The book makes a
powerful case to show that the bodies of knowledge
and belief systems brought to Saint Domingue by the

enslaved African population still inform the lives of the
majority of the Haitian people, that they constitute
a resource of inestimable value for the society
as a whole, and that the French heritage that the
educated classes prefer is in no way superior to its
African counterpart. My friend Alfonso Munera, the
eminent historian from the University of Cartagena
in Colombia, who has written widely on blackness
in the Caribbean coast of Colombia, laughs when he
hears outsiders criticizing Cartageneros for not calling
themselves black. Only half tongue-in-cheek, he says,
‘You know why? Because they’re not stupid. If they’ve
been told for 500 years that blackness is a bad thing,
why would anybody want to be a bad thing?’ The
fact that Cartageneros or Dominicans do not use a
language of black self-affirmation does not necessarily
mean that they don’t recognize their African origins or
that they do not uphold their human dignity as such.
There is an unfortunate metaphysics of language going
around in the scholarly community and in the media
that cares so much for what people say that they
seem disinclined to even look briefly at what people
actually do. The fact is we do not have a universal
language for speaking about race. Words, too, are
historical. The language that people use to name their
racial identity in the Americas will vary from place to
place as a result of the particular characteristics that
the colonial transaction took in each given locales or
historical moment. You can’t just go to the language
that people use to generalize about their view of
themselves. We can’t keep repeating to our students
in the classroom that ‘race is socially constructed’
while at the same time denouncing people who
construct theirs differently from how we construct
ours. Introduction to Dominican Blackness tried to raise
these questions, in addition to urging scholars in the

field to give credit to Afro-Dominicans for centuries
of resistance against racial oppression especially since
they pioneered the anti-colonialist struggle that would
later spread throughout the hemisphere. I am happy
to say that, although the old narrative still recurs,
there are colleagues working on the subject who
have shown the intellectual courage to acknowledge
the complexity of the matter.” He cites Kimberly
Simmons, whom he credits with making the effor t to
understand that the Dominican people and the state
or the elites are not the same thing. He quotes her as
saying, “Dominicans don’t deny their blackness. Their
blackness has been denied to them by the state.”
“And it’s true,” he continues, “that we have a
history of Negrophobic intellectual elites and state
authorities, but that’s not the Dominican people.
There’s too much focus on the intellectual elites.”
Torres-Saillant is currently at work on a book, in
co-authorship with University of Baltimore professor
Nancy Kang, about the poet Rhina P. Espaillat, whom
he calls “phenomenal.” Espaillat was born in Santo
Domingo in 1932, came to Washington, DC at the
age of five and then to New York City in 1939. “She
became a teen poet star in the 1940s, the youngest
poet ever admitted as a member of the Poetry Society
of America. She was doing her thing on her own as
there was no Dominican enclave at that time, and
until the 1990s Dominicans did not know her. Espaillat
was aware of her Hispanic background, retained the
language of her parents, and had enormous respect
for her ancestral heritage, but she became a poet of
note in the English language of her formal education
in New York. From teen stardom, she went quiet for
several decades when she attended to her family and
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gainful employment as a teacher. Then she took early
retirement and came back to poetry with a vengeance
in the 1980s, recovering her previous literary prestige.
She is revered by poets who are interested in the
traditional forms, in rhyme and meter. She is totally
genial and totally humane. Reading her work you learn
that humans are wired for empathy, which is why
ideologies of dehumanization exist: to interrupt our
normal connection to all our fellow human beings.
The book on Espaillat takes precedence at present. As
soon as we have finished it, I will work on completing
The Advent of Blackness, a book that tells the story
of how and when blackness was born. Blackness did
not exist before the colonial transaction produced
it. There was no value attached to blackness or
whiteness before that. It didn’t matter. An African
visitor to Europe was not black. The whole thing
begins in Hispaniola with the colonial transaction.”
Looking ahead, Torres-Saillant is planning a book on
Christopher Columbus and the world created by the
colonial enterprise. “Why do we have governments
siding with corporations that poison the soil,
industries that make money from destroying the
environment? Why is it so difficult for well-paid, highly
privileged, well-fed legislators to agree on raising the
minimum wage to enhance the lives of the working
poor? Because of the logic normalized by the colonial
transaction, spearheaded by Columbus,” which
“incorporated maltreatment as a factor of economic
development. You deny people’s knowledge, change
their names, deprive people of the connection to
their past, dehumanize them. Before that, there
was no investment in psychologically and spiritually
reducing captive populations.” Acknowledging that
previous works have dealt with the effects of the
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colonial transaction on ecology and cuisine, the issue
of shifting populations, and other aspects of the
material transformation wrought by colonial conquest,
Torres-Saillant clarifies that his project seeks to
analyze the spiritual transformation that also came
in its wake. “Capitalism, the need to gain advantage,
creating an economy out of enslavement… I am trying
to learn how it happened.”
Finally, I ask what advice he would offer younger
readers. Here, once again, he does not disappoint.
“Most people, when you see them fighting racism,
tend to use racist schemes of thought and racist
tactics, because they come from a racist socialization.
We need to recover a time before social relations
were mediated by racism: when someone of a
different race is being nasty, I want to think of all
the possibilities to account for their behavior: could
they be envious, angry, or just plain mean? Human
depravity is a very rich field. You flatten life when you
reduce human depravity to one thing.
“Don’t assume that you know race. Knowledge is not
genetic, something that comes through your veins.
Knowledge is something you acquire through effort.
Especially the knowledge of your own culture—that’s
the hardest to learn, because there are too many ways
to self-deceive. Typically, Latino, African American,
or minority students in general run the risk of doing
badly in a course that deals with aspects of the history
and culture of ‘their own.’ Because of the deceptive
nature of ethnicity, they may not put the same effort
into that course as they put into their Russian history,
chemistry, or linguistics class. They may delude
themselves into thinking that they don’t have to work

hard at learning the subject because after all they are
‘it.’ Ironically, that kind of delusion is itself racist insofar
as it assumes knowledge of a people whom you have
not taken the trouble to learn about. Racism places
knowledge outside the realm of cognition and into the
genes. But you cannot rely on your bloodstream to
learn the complex experience and cultural production
of any human population, especially not the one you
regard as ‘your own.’ You have to study the thing. I
did not know the Dominican heritage before studying
even if I thought I was ‘it.’ Young people need to keep
themselves reminded that it takes as much intellectual
engagement to learn ‘their own’ as it does to learn
the Napoleonic era or the ancient Mediterranean.
Assuming knowledge of a people you have not
bothered to learn about is a classical definition of
prejudice, the thing that racism depends on. It’s
a type of thinking akin to witchcraft, except that
witches do not typically conduct genocides or massive
dehumanization the way racists do. We should not
approach anything having to do with identity as if we
could measure it or define it with precision, including
our own identity. Understanding our own background
requires the same kind of serious consideration as any
subject that we really hope to understand. Admitting
ignorance is a place to start if we want to be on
the safe side. We must avoid large claims about any
subsection of the human family, and we should always
monitor our own racism, not only the one we might
perpetrate against others, but also the one that might
emerge when we think of ourselves, our people, our
ethnicity, and the like.”
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Silvio Torres-Saillant and Juan Bosch, 1993

Book release by Journalist Fausto Rosario
Adames

Protests, 1992

Silvio Torres-Saillant, Pedro Mir and others

At the Dominican Intellectual Legacy Gala

Up from the Margins: Diversity as Challenge to the
Democratic Nation, 2001

Conference of The Future of Minority Studies at
Spelman College in Atlanta, 2012

Instituto Cervantes

University of Potsdam, Germany
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Adán Vásquez

“Pursue your dreams. In this
career you will have many
people saying ‘No, you
can’t,’ but if you know what
you want, keep going. You
will find a way. Try to be the
best of yourself. Meaning,
instead of trying to be better
than somebody else. Be the
best of yourself. The way I
play will never be the same
as the way you play the same
piece—just like with painting
a landscape. The two are
different, but both have
value. Look for the best of
yourself, and don’t give up.”

Adán Vásquez is a versatile and muchacclaimed musician who has gained
renown for his artistry on the harp both
as a soloist and as an ensemble player.
Equally at ease in the traditional and
contemporary repertoires, Vásquez
has won accolades for his expertise in
the physically demanding Salzedo harp
technique. He began his musical studies at
an early age in the National Conservatory
of Music in his native Dominican Republic
where he studied with Mirla Salazar. In
1989, he was awarded a prestigious scholarship by the Dominican government
and moved to Chile to study with concert harpist Manuel Jimenez at the
Facultad de Artes at the University of Chile. Later, he relocated to New York
City where he completed his B.A. at Brooklyn College Conservatory of Music
and studied with the well-known harpist Sara Cutler. Shortly thereafter, he
received an M.A. from the Manhattan School of Music where he continued
advanced studies under the renowned harpist Lucile Lawrence.
Vásquez has appeared as a guest harpist with numerous symphony orchestras
including the National Symphony Orchestra of Chile, the Dominican National
Symphony Orchestra, and the Brooklyn Heights Symphony Orchestra in
New York. In 2004, he was invited to participate in the First International
Harp Festival of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil where he also lectured and conducted
Master Classes on the Salzedo technique. Vásquez has also premiered works
especially commissioned for him by contemporary composers such as William
Dickerson, Gary Heckard, and Eugenio Escobar. He has a deep commitment to
the neighborhood of Washington Heights, where he serves on the faculty of
Gregorio Luperón High School as Music Department Coordinator. Since 2009,
he has served as artistic director and president of the Association of Dominican
Classical Artists, Inc., the Washington Heights Community Conservatory, and
the Camerata Washington Heights.
At Vásquez’s request, we talked on the phone at five o’clock in the morning,
apparently the only free moment in his day. He happily shared memories of his
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Dominican childhood. “When I was growing up, going to
the countryside, my grandma was the queen of the palos.
There was always this pride in our African roots. She
always told me about that. I was able to trace it back to
slavery. When I went to Chile in 1989 on a scholarship I
went down to her house and had a talk with her about
that history. So I was always very clear on the artistic
value of that heritage. I believe that my musical abilities
and that sense of perspective have to do with knowing
where I came from.”
Vásquez is the youngest of eight children. He feels a debt
of gratitude to his parents for nurturing his pursuit of
his art and encouraging him to think independently. “My
father was always listening to classical music and reading
politics. My parents were leftist-oriented and believed
in allowing kids freedom of thought. They didn’t follow
religion or any specific political party. I would say that that
type of freedom allowed me to go to the conservatory
and have support from my parents. They didn’t oppose
it. They nurtured it. And I could be whatever I wanted to
be. There was some pressure in that it was implicit that
you had to get a college degree. It was part of the family
culture, in that all my brothers and sisters had gone to
college. That was the legacy. This is how we see life. This
is what I try to teach my students. I wish my students
would understand that. They think getting a job and
money is important and don’t see the long term.”
I ask Vásquez about the Salzedo technique. “Carlos
Salzedo was a French harpist who graduated from the
Paris Conservatory. He graduated and came over to the
U.S. My harp teacher, who came from New Orleans, was
his second wife. She died when she was 98, so I got to
work with her. They married in 1928. She was his student
and a real virtuoso. She taught at the Curtis Institute of
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Music. Together they created this way of playing where
you relax completely. They worked with the famous
dancer from the Ballets Russes, Nijinsky. With him, my
teacher and Salzedo developed a way of playing in a
position that’s totally relaxed and also visually looks like
you are dancing, like ballet. They also changed the language
of writing for harp. They kind of made a revolution, taking
it into a more modern stage. My teacher, Lucile Lawrence,
worked with him, in a collaboration. She was very
important in creating that technique. I had the opportunity
to work with that woman, and I was one of her last
students before she died.”
I ask about Vásquez’s favorite orchestra to work with.
“The National Symphony Orchestra of Chile. The quality,
the level, the musicality, the repertoire is amazing. I was
there last month. We were doing Strauss’s Also Sprach
Zarathustra. I may go back next summer. I worked with
my former teacher from Chile. The way they work is
almost like a master class. The hours are long. You’re
not only playing the music but learning an interpretation.
As a Latino, it makes me proud. What I like the most is
that 90% of the members are from Chile. The Chilean
Symphony Orchestra value their national musicians.”
When I ask what aspects of his work he finds most
rewarding, Vásquez is unequivocal in his reply. “Teaching.
My harp students—to see them grow, musically speaking,
and to try to transfer the knowledge I have from my
teacher to these students so the memories are alive. I go
to the Dominican Republic, Brazil, and Chile and try to
spread the word about the technique I learned from my
teacher so I don’t keep it as a secret.” Reflecting, he adds,
“And also playing—playing, with the correct position,
those pieces that make the harp such a great instrument.
That gives me great satisfaction.”

Vásquez offers the following advice to young aspiring
musicians or those considering pursuing a career in the
arts: “Pursue your dreams. In this career you will have
many people saying ‘No, you can’t,’ but if you know what
you want, keep going. You will find a way. Try to be the
best of yourself. Meaning, instead of trying to be better
than somebody else. Be the best of yourself. The way
I play will never be the same as the way you play the
same piece—just like with painting a landscape. The two
are different, but both have value. Look for the best of
yourself, and don’t give up.”
On November 13, 2014, Vásquez played with the
Association of Classical Dominican Artists at the
Gala Opening Concert of the Fifth Concert Series: A
Celebration of Dominican Classical Composers and
Musicians, “Una Noche Barroca,” featuring a Handel
concerto. On November 28, 2014, he played in the
Dominican Republic. “I am going to be traveling there
once a month, every vacation I have, this month at
Thanksgiving to teach at the National Conservatory and
the Elementary School of Music.” In February, Vásquez
will played as a soloist with the orchestra of Rio de
Janeiro at the University of Rio de Janeiro.
Those unable to attend concerts outside the New York
metropolitan area should take heart, since the February
concert in the Fifth Concert Series will feature traditional
Dominican folk music. “We have to keep that alive,”
Vásquez says. In April and May of 2015, the series will
feature homages to Dominican composers. “I’m trying
to celebrate either Dominican composers or Dominican
performers,” Vásquez clarifies. “To show Dominican
classical artists in New York.”

ideas for composing, but doesn’t have the time to pursue
them. “I only have time to practice and to teach. I also
opened a music school for the community. A conservatory
for free, to teach members of the community.”
Finally, I ask about his favorite pieces to play. “Ravel’s
Introduction and Allegro. It’s a very challenging piece that
he wrote for a company that was making a new harp
in 1907. One company, Pleyel, asked Debussy to write
a piece to show their new harp. The other company,
Érard, asked Ravel to write another piece for them. Now
both pieces are played on the Érard harp, so that one
won.” Vásquez admits that another personal favorite is
Debussy’s “Trio for Flute, Viola, and Harp.”
It’s inspiring to hear that Vásquez still has a sense of
wonder about the harp. It comes through vividly when
he tells me about the first time he played. “I went to
a Catholic nuns’ school in the Dominican Republic.
We were always singing, we had musical activities for
Christmas, Mother’s Day. One of the nuns would play
the piano. Me and some friends from school decided
to go to music school when we were eleven or twelve
years old. I was walking through the conservatory. I
was very curious and heard the harp and saw a woman
teaching—her name was Mirla Salazar. I was amazed
looking through the window. She saw me and asked if I
wanted to walk in and when she finished, she asked, ‘Do
you like it?’ I said, ‘Oh my God.’ She said, ‘Do you want
to try?’ I said, ‘Sure.’ She got me doing the glissando. She
asked ‘Wanna learn?’ I said, ‘Sure.’ I got trapped in the
magic of the harp.”

Asked if he composes, Vásquez says that he has many
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Adan with brothers and cousins

Adan with a relative

With the Association of Classical Dominican Artists at the
Opening Gala Concert in 2014

Performing at an ACDA concert

At the Washington Heights Community Conservatory Spring Student Recital
in 2013

Adan teaching his students
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Caridad Zegarra

“See the opportunities
that are around you and
don’t wait, take them.
Never give up on your
dreams. Don’t be held back
by stereotypes. You can
become a leader, too.”

Caridad Zegarra is currently the Manager
for Creative and Web Services at the
Office of Marketing and Communications
at LaGuardia Community College.
After coming to New York City from
the Dominican Republic in 1996, she
graduated in 2001 with an AAS degree
in Computer Technology from LaGuardia
Community College, where for the
last ten years, she has worked as an IT
Associate. In 2007, she completed the
CUNY Baccalaureate for Unique and
Interdisciplinary Studies, a very special program that allows academically
strong students to design their own academic course of study under the
guidance of a faculty mentor. In the program, housed at The Graduate
Center, Ms. Zegarra chose to combine her further Computer Technology
studies with a Graphic Communications major, and attended classes at
Fashion Institute of Technology, and New York City College of Technology.
In her work at LaGuardia, Zegarra has implemented a financial system to
keep track of grant award money for the college and is currently using her
creative and technical abilities to design websites and marketing material that
showcase the college as a nationally recognized leader among community
colleges for the Marketing and Communications Department. Her work
entails managing multiple projects, translating technical requirements,
coordinating all phases of application development and implementation,
understanding and solving user issues, and ensuring deliverables are on time
within the time frame of the college’s strategic plan.
I talked with Ms. Zegarra on the phone on a Monday morning in October.
She affirms the continuing importance of her Dominican roots in her career
path. “In a sense I have the best of both worlds—like many Dominicans
that come to the States looking for a better education and a better life. My
culture and family always supporting me has helped me through my job and
my education to continue and always improve myself, to never give up and to
pursue my career. I was the first one in my family to graduate from college.”
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One relative in particular was crucial to Ms. Zegarra’s
development, helping her bridge the gap between
the two worlds. “The person who pushed me to
continue was my uncle. At the age of 27 he was a
successful fashion designer and a professor at Parsons
School of Design in the Dominican Republic. At a
very early age, he introduced me to the fascinating
creative work of design and technology in the fashion
industry. At his graduation, I was delighted to meet
designers like Oscar de la Renta and Michael Kors. He
was my inspiration. Once, he came to visit us here in
the summer and took me over to the Fashion District
and I met a lot of other famous designers. On the way
back to our apartment he said, ‘This country has so
many opportunities, when you find one it is up to you
to take it and make your future out of it.’ He grew up
in countryside town, and managed to graduate from
Parsons. He was a successful professor and a very
successful designer. He passed away soon after that in
a car accident. To see his life cut short was very tragic
for me—it would have been amazing to see what he
would be doing now, having seen what he did at the
age of 27.” The words of her uncle remained and still
remain a touchstone in Zegarra’s life.
Zegarra’s career path has taken some twists and
turns along the way. “My associate degree was in
Computer Technology, but I was always interested
in the creative field, and when I did my bachelor’s
degree, I combined computer technology with graphic
and web communications. With my background in
technology, I wanted to explore how I could translate
my creativity. One of the ways I found was web design
and development. I was able to be a major part of the
LaGuardia Community College web redesign project. I
created the LaGuardia Community College Foundation
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website, one of my first projects, and from then on it’s
been a continuous series of projects that inspire me, of
doing what I love.”
Zegarra dreams of expressing her creativity in other
ways, including some as yet unexplored. “I explored
drawing when I was learning the world of fashion,
but I stopped pursuing fashion once my uncle passed
away. I still explore creating my own illustrations.” She
mentions that she would love to illustrate a children’s
book in the future, and hopes to have such an
opportunity.
How has her work changed her? “One of the things
that my work helped me do is become a better
professional and influence others by having great
leadership skills, and also to be a better manager
myself. To become a better leader and inspire others.
We get a lot of college student interns on a daily basis
and I try to be a role model to them. I try to support
others who went through the same situation I went
through. It has made me more responsible and more
focused and become more career-centered.”
Zegarra’ s professional development has also allowed
her to expand her skills set in ways that are profoundly
liberating for her as a person. “One of my challenges is
public speaking. I was always afraid to talk in public and
recently I was selected to do a leadership program.
Because of that I was forced to confront my fear of
public speaking. I’m now able to conduct presentations
in front of bigger audiences. Recently I started teaching
a class as an adjunct lecturer and now I can manage
the fear where before, I was so intimidated. That was
one of my biggest challenges, public speaking, because
when you do web development, it seems like you can

spend most of your life sitting in front of a computer.
A lot of tech people have no contact with the outside
world. But I broke that stereotype by going out and
talking to people. Now I teach two college courses:
Web Development and Internet Game Design.”
Zegarra is now working on her MA degree, attending
the School of Professional Studies at CUNY and getting
an MA degree in Business Leadership and Management
with a concentration in Marketing. She is set to
graduate by the end of Fall 2015. In the meantime, she
is also busy developing ways to use her pedagogical
skills to transmit her passion and knowledge to
others—outside the university context—by creating
a program that will work on getting young Latinas to
learn computer-programming languages.

Caridad Zegarra’s commitment to creating a brighter
future by sharing her knowledge and passion with
others serves as a radiant illustration of her values, one
that can inspire other young Dominicans. Her advice
for younger people? “See the opportunities that are
around you and don’t wait, take them. Never give up
on your dreams. Don’t be held back by stereotypes.
You can become a leader, too.”

“A goal that I’m working on right now is creating my
own startup organization of Latinas in Code to help
young Latinas learn how to program and discover their
passion for science. I have a group of six young girls
from Ridgewood High School. My passion is getting
more Latinas like me into the field of technology and
STEM programs.”
This exciting and ambitious project is taking place in two
neighborhoods in Queens—Ridgewood and Jackson
Heights. “We are starting with a simple class in web
development and introducing them to programming
and how to develop applications. It initially started
when a LaGuardia professor got a grant to work on
how to get more females into the STEM. Immediately,
I thought ‘what about more Latinas in code? This is a
great opportunity for me to start an amazing project
that will teach women how to get into the science and
technology field, especially more Latinas.’”

DOMINICAN BLUE BOOK

103

Caridad Zegarra

104

Caridad Zegarra and her mother

Graduation photo

Special Design Workshop at Etsy’s headquarters in Brooklyn, New York

Teaching a Web Development class at LaGuardia Community College

CUNY DOMINICAN STUDIES INSTITUTE

